CAROTTE NNE 





CAROL LYNNE 





se 


A Total-E-Bound Publication 

www.total-e-bound.com 

Fall ISBN # 978-0-85715-709-6 

©Copyright Carol Lynne 2011 

Cover Art by April Martinez ©Copyright September 2011 
Edited by Claire Siemaszkiewicz 

Total-E-Bound Publishing 


This is a work of fiction. All characters, places and events 
are from the author’s imagination and should not be 
confused with fact. Any resemblance to persons, living or 
dead, events or places is purely coincidental. 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, 
photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written 
permission of the publisher, Total-E-Bound Publishing. 


Applications should be addressed in the first instance, in 
writing, to Total-E-Bound Publishing. Unauthorised or 


restricted acts in relation to this publication may result in 
civil proceedings and/or criminal prosecution. 


The author and illustrator have asserted their respective 
rights under the Copyright Designs and Patents Acts 1988 
(as amended) to be identified as the author of this book and 
illustrator of the artwork. 


Published in 2011 by Total-E-Bound Publishing, Think Tank, 
Ruston Way, Lincoln, LN6 7FL, United Kingdom. 


Warning: This book contains sexually explicit content which 
is only suitable for mature readers. This story has a heat 
rating of 7ota/-e-sizzling and a sexometer of 2. 


Seasons of Love FALL Carol Lynne 
Dedication 


To the men and women who love each other enough to get 
through the hard times without giving up. 


Trademarks Acknowledgement 


The author acknowledges the trademarked status and 
trademark owners of the following wordmarks mentioned in 
this work of fiction: 


M&M's: Mars, Inc. 

Burberry: BURBERRY LIMITED Limited Company 
Stetson: John B. Stetson Company 

Wrangler: Wrangler Apparel Corp. 


BMW: Bayerische Motoren Werke Aktiengesellschaft 
Aktiengesellschaf Amazon: Amazon Technologies, Inc. 


FALL 

Carol Lynne 

5 

Chapter One 
November 1996 


Sidney arrived home just as his phone rang. He set down his 
messenger bag and reached for it. “Hello?” 


“Is this Sidney Wilks?” a woman’s voice asked. 


“Yes.” Sidney prepared to hang up. Calls from people trying 
to sell him bullshit were starting to get out of control. 


“This is Sheila, Jackson’s wife. | thought you should know 
your father had a massive stroke yesterday morning.” 


“Is he dead?” It was the only thing going through Sidney’s 
mind. He’d become so detached from his estranged father, 
he often went weeks without even thinking about the 
bastard. The fact that Sheila, a stepmother he’d never even 
met, was calling, didn’t bode well. 


“No. Not yet anyway, but the doctors believe it’s only a 
matter of time. This was his third stroke in the last year and 
his body’s just not able to handle much more. He’s at North 
Colorado Medical Center.” 


Sidney remained silent. He had no intention of travelling to 
Colorado, especially with Thanksgiving only two days away. 
Did that make him a bastard? Probably. But Sidney believed 
strongly in the old saying, you reap what you sow. 


Sheila cleared her throat. It was obvious she’d been crying, 
and although Sidney felt no love for the woman, he was still 
human. “Are you okay?” he finally asked. 


“Not really,” she answered. “I know the two of you haven't 
spoken for years, but he’s still your father. You may not 
remember that but he does.” 


“Does he? How long were the two of you married before he 
actually told you he had a queer son?” Sidney took a deep 
breath. Yelling at a distraught woman wasn’t going to solve 
anything. Few outsiders would understand Sidney’s 
contempt for Jackson Wilks. 


“We've had our issues over your father’s secrecy, but that’s 
all in the past now.” 


“Is it?” Sidney silently cursed himself for trying to pick a 
fight with a distraught woman. “Thank you for calling, 
Sheila. Let me know if there are any changes.” FALL 
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“Yeah. That’s the best | can do for now. Sorry.” Sidney hung 
up before dropping onto the sofa. 


He was still sitting in the same spot when his partner of 
twelve years, Grady Nash, walked into the house from his 
office in the detached garage. Sidney smiled up at the man 
he loved. “Dad’s had a stroke.” 


“Shit.” Nash sank down onto the couch and wrapped an arm 
around Sidney. “Who called?” 


“Sheila. | guess Dad finally decided to tell her about me. The 
fact that she hadn’t bothered calling before now to 
introduce herself tells me everything | need to know about 
her feelings.” For over an hour Sidney had been trying to 
pull some kind of emotion out of himself with no luck. He 
leaned against Nash’s chest and closed his eyes. “She 
pretty much said he wouldn’t recover from this one.” 


Nash kissed the top of Sidney’s head. “Are you going to see 
him?” Sidney shook his head. “I’ve got Thanksgiving dinner 
to prepare in two days, and | still haven’t finished the 
grocery shopping.” 


“You know none of that matters if you want to go, right?” 


“They matter to me. | won’t slight the Ballentines to run off 
to Colorado to see a man who never loved me just because 
he’s dying. Or to meet a family who’ve never acknowledged 
my existence.” 


Nash sat back and tilted Sidney’s chin up. “That’s not true. 
Jackson may be a self-centred asshole, but he did love you. 
I’m not gonna sit here and try to defend his actions because 
they still make me sick to my stomach to think about, but 
just because he didn’t seem to like you doesn’t mean he 
didn’t have feelings for you.” Sidney stared up at Nash. 
Where someone who didn’t know Nash as well as he did 
would think the man was sticking up for Jackson, Sidney 
knew the truth. Put simply, Nash didn’t want Sidney to 
believe his own father was incapable of loving him. “You’ve 
always been my champion,” he whispered, reaching up to 
cup Nash’s face. “If he holds on until after the holidays, l'Il 
think about it.” 


Nash pulled Sidney into a deep kiss. Sidney opened 
immediately and accepted the silent comfort with ease. 


Even if his father died before the holiday, Sidney would 
never regret time spent with the people he loved. 
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x OK OK OX 


Butch dropped Luke off at Sidney’s before heading out once 
more. Sidney shut the door and turned to his friend. “How’d 
you get out of going to the airport?” Luke wheeled himself 
over to the end table beside the sofa. “He needed the space 
in the trunk for luggage.” He grabbed a handful of M&M’s 
from a glass bowl. After popping all of them into his mouth, 
he flashed Sidney a devilish grin. “Besides, | enjoy making 
him squirm. 


It'll be the first time he’s alone with my family.” 
“You're cruel,” Sidney reminded his friend. 


“Yep. Payback for making me work so damn hard to get him 
to commit.” It had been almost two years since Butch had 
confessed his feelings for Luke, but it had taken another 
year and a half for Butch to agree to live with him. Sidney 
grinned. Butch had been helping move Sidney and Nash into 
their new house. When Luke hadn’t shown up to help, Butch 
had started to worry. After an hour of calling Luke’s phone 
without an answer, Butch had taken off towards the city. 
Finding out Luke had fallen getting out of the shower had 
cemented Butch’s decision. The two of them moved into a 
house together two months later. 


Shaking his head, Sidney walked to the kitchen. “Come and 
help me peel potatoes.” 


“Sure, make the guy in the wheelchair do all the dirty work,” 
Luke mumbled, following Sidney. 


“You can always go in and vacuum the media room if you’d 
rather do that,” Sidney fired back. 


“Give me the fucking potatoes,” Luke grumbled, pulling up 
to the kitchen table. 


Sidney sat a ten pound bag of potatoes on the table in front 
of Luke along with a paring knife, pan and bowl for the 
peelings. “There you go.” Luke held up the knife. “Are you 
so country that you don’t have a damn potato peeler?” 


Sidney rolled his eyes and removed a peeler from the back 
of the utility drawer. “Sorry, | thought | was working with an 
adult, not a twelve-year-old.” 


“Whatever.” Luke took the peeler and started in on the 
potatoes. “So, have you heard anything on your dad?” 
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Sidney paused in the middle of checking the pumpkin pies 
in the oven. “No.” Evidently he’d been such an ass to Sheila 
that she hadn’t bothered to call back. Nash had been on 
Sidney to give the hospital a call, but Sidney couldn’t bring 
himself to do it. “As far as | know he’s still alive.” 


“Do you think maybe he’s changed? | know my grandpa 
Maxwell was different after his stroke. He was more than a 
bastard before it happened, but suddenly he was this old 
man who seemed to get all emotional over the tiniest 
thing.” Sidney shut the oven door. “He’s got three other kids 
now. | doubt he’s missing the fag of the family.” 


Luke glanced over his shoulder before turning back to his 
work. “My folks have a house full of kids and despite 
everything Josh has put them through, it would kill them if 
they thought he felt that way.” 


“Yeah, well, your parents are different.” 


Luke shook his head. “I’m sure Josh would say the same as 
you just did. That’s the thing though. Just because you 
believe it, doesn’t make it true.” Nash walked into the 
kitchen, whistling. “Hey,” he greeted Luke before stopping 
to give Sidney a kiss. “The tables and chairs are all set up, 
but | could only find three of the four tablecloths.” 


Sidney leaned against Nash, wishing he had time for a nap. 
“Did you check the sack that has the candles? It might’ve 
gotten shoved in there at the store.” 


“What sack is that?” Nash asked. 
“The one | handed you earlier?” 


Nash’s brows drew together. “Right. Umm, l'Il have to look.” 
Sidney smiled. “You have no idea where you put that sack, 
do you?” Nash grinned. “Not really, but l'Il find it.” He gave 
Sidney another kiss, this one much deeper than the first. 
“Everything else in here going according to schedule?” Luke 
sent out a bark of laughter. “Evidently not or he wouldn't 
have the guest peeling potatoes.” 


“Shut up and peel. | need to get those on the stove,” Sidney 
ordered, somehow managing to keep a straight face. 


“You see how he treats me?” Luke asked. 
FALL 
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“Yep. Like one of the family,” Nash observed. He gave 
Sidney’s ass a squeeze before leaving the kitchen. 


“He’s right, you know,” Sidney said after Nash left. “I love 
you like the brother | never wanted.” 


“Fucker,” Luke chuckled. “I would’ve stayed in Pennsylvania 
if | wanted this kind of abuse.” 


“But then you wouldn’t have met Mr Lovey-Dovey Muscle 
Man.” Luke’s entire expression softened. “You’re right. | 
guess it’s worth putting up with your abuse after all.” 


“Damn straight.” 


x k OK OX 


Nash opened the front door and the Ballentine crew poured 
into the house. He shook hands with Alan while Sidney was 
Swept up in a hug by Maggie before moving to the next 
guest. “How was the flight?” he asked Peter, his mentor and 
new business partner. 


“Fine, except | had to sit next to Zac.” Peter shook his head. 
“If he wasn’t snoring, he was talking about pussy.” 


Nash gave a dramatic shiver. “I’m glad I’m not you.” Peter 
glanced over his shoulder at Sidney. “I guess not.” He 
chuckled and reached down to pat Nash’s stomach with the 
back of his hand. “You’d better lay off the beer.” Nash 
played off the gesture, but glanced down after Peter had 
moved further into the room. Since leaving the garage, he’d 
packed on a few pounds, but he didn’t realise it was so 
noticeable. Hell, he was a forty-year-old day trader, what did 
people expect? 


“Can you hang these on that rack I put up in the laundry 
room?” Sidney asked, dumping a load of coats in Nash’s 
arms. 


“Sure.” 


Another coat landed on the pile before Nash could get out of 
the room. Zac’s bomber jacket smelt like a combination of 
leather, cologne and perfume. Nash wondered if Zac even 
knew the name of the woman whose perfumed scent still 
followed him. The youngest of the Ballentine brothers, Zac, 
was an up and coming advertising executive. Although he 
wasn’t as FALL 
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handsome as Luke, Zac had the playful personality that 
seemed to draw the women in like bears to honey. 


Nash set the coats on the washing machine and reached for 
a hanger. As he hung up the coats, one by one, he realised 
how much a coat said about a person. Peter’s Burberry 
trench coat was functional, expensive and boring. Alan’s 
cashmere coat probably cost more than a house payment, 
but it was truly an object of understated wealth and 


elegance. Nash grinned when he hung up Maggie’s puffy 
down coat. Just like Maggie—all business—whatever it took 
to get the job done. 


Nash was smiling by the time he walked out of the laundry 
room, the remark about his weight forgotten. He entered 
the kitchen and embraced the loud voices trying to talk over 
each other. It was another year of being surrounded by the 
people who'd become like family to him. 


“Did you get that email | sent?” Peter asked, pouring a cup 
of coffee. 


“Yeah. | sent the information to Don this morning,” he 
replied. His online trading job had taken off to include a 
Small consulting company with Peter. Nash didn’t like giving 
others advice on stocks nearly as much as actually taking 
the gamble for himself, but it had been a great source of 
income. “Sorry Janet couldn’t come with you.” Peter was 
quiet for a moment. “I’m not. We needed the time.” It was 
the first wrinkle Nash had seen in Peter’s perfect life. 
“Trouble?” Peter glanced around the room before 
continuing. “I think she’s having an affair,” he said, low 
enough for Nash’s ears only. 


“So you just left her back in Philadelphia? Do you really 
think she’s going to spend the next three days alone?” Nash 
didn’t understand people. If he thought Sidney was dallying 
on the side he’d be stuck to his man like glue, twenty-four- 
seven. 


“Thing is, | don’t really care.” Peter shrugged. “I think our 
marriage has run its course.” Granted it had been six 
months since he’d seen Peter and Janet together, but they’d 
always seemed like the perfect couple. Although they were 
both wrapped up in their individual careers, the two seemed 


to dote on each other. The news of trouble knocked Nash on 
his ass. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 


Peter held the coffee cup in front of his mouth, periodically 
blowing on the hot java. 


“Yeah, we're lucky Janet never could get pregnant. Can you 
imagine how messy a custody battle would be between the 
two of us?” 
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Nash looked at his friend as if seeing him for the first time. 
Lucky? He wasn’t sure what exactly had happened to 
destroy the once happy couple, but Nash knew for a fact 
Peter had wanted children. “Is there another woman?” 


“There’re always other women, but, no, | haven’t met 
anyone else. | just don’t have the time or the energy to deal 
with the bullshit anymore.” Nash knew he was about to step 
on toes, but he couldn’t keep quiet. “With an attitude like 
that, | can see why Janet might’ve gone elsewhere.” Peter 
narrowed his eyes and sat his coffee cup in the sink. “Back 
off. You’re my business partner, not my shrink.” 


“You're right, I’m not.” Nash left Peter standing in the 
kitchen and sought out Sidney. 


He was troubled more than he cared to admit and needed 
the smile of the one man he could always count on to make 
him feel better. 


Sidney was in the garage fussing with the centre pieces with 
Luke and Butch looking on. “Looks pretty,” Nash said, 
wrapping his arms around Sidney from behind. 


“It’s okay. Not my best, but not bad for an amateur.” Sidney 
turned and gave Nash a hug. “Everything okay?” 


“Yeah. Just needed to see your smiling face.” Looking into 
Sidney’s big brown eyes, Nash couldn’t imagine a life 
without the love shining back at him. “Love you.” Sidney 
looked confused for a moment before he smiled once more. 
“I love you, too.” 


“Are you gonna make out?” Butch asked. 


Nash turned to his friend who had a beer in one hand and 
Luke’s thigh in the other. 


“Why, you wanna watch?” 


“No. | was hoping you’d get me another beer,” Butch 
answered. 


Luke leaned over and gave Butch a quick kiss on the lips. 
“You can get one yourself when you go back into the house 
with me to talk to my family.” 


“Do | have to?” Butch asked. 


Luke pulled the top of Butch’s bald head down and kissed it. 
“Yep. Unless you’d rather sleep on the blow-up mattress 
tonight.” 


Butch stood and shook his head. “You play dirty pool.” 


“I know,” Luke agreed as Butch pushed him out of the 
garage. 


Alone with Sidney, Nash let his hands wander down to the 
sweet ass he loved. “Do we have time for a quickie?” 
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“I wish.” Sidney ground his erection against Nash’s thigh. 
“Unfortunately, | have a turkey to get out of the oven, 
potatoes to mash and gravy to make.” Although Sidney 
made a show of listing off what he still had yet to do, Nash 
knew the truth was a different story. “You love this stuff, 
don’t you?” 


“Yeah, a little bit.” Sidney tickled Nash’s chin with the tip of 
his tongue. “Will you be able to do without my ass for 
another six or seven hours?” 


“Don’t have much choice. No other ass | want, so l'Il wait for 
yours.” He released Sidney after delving in for a deep kiss. 
“You'd better get to work.” 


“Will you tell me later what’s bothering you?” Sidney asked. 


“That depends on whether or not I’m still letting it bother 
me,” 


x OK OK OX 


With Zac in one guest room and Peter in the other, Sidney 
finally gave up the fight to stay awake and entered the 
master bedroom. Nash, as usual, was leaning back against 
the headboard, typing away on his laptop. He didn’t bother 
asking how the market was doing, he never understood it 


anyway. A drop of twenty cents seemed to send Nash into a 
tailspin but it was just twenty cents to Sidney. 


Sidney collapsed on the bed with his clothes on and sighed. 
“What a day.” Nash tapped a few keys before closing the 
laptop. He tossed back the covers, exposing his nude body 
before carrying the computer to the dresser. “It certainly 
was.” He stood over Sidney with his hands on his hips. “You 
need me to undress you?” Sidney’s eyes wandered down 
Nash’s body, enjoying the view. “I should probably shower.” 
Although he was too tired to fuck, Sidney could tell by 
Nash’s filling cock that his partner planned to make good on 
their earlier conversation. 


Nash pulled off Sidney’s socks before unzipping his jeans. 
“You can take one in the morning.” He eased Sidney’s jeans 
down and off, taking a moment to nuzzle Sidney’s balls with 
his face. 


Although Sidney was tired, his cock took notice of the 
attention. With his sweater halfway off, Sidney started 
backing up towards his pillow. “Come hold me.” FALL 
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Nash draped the sweater over a chair in the corner of the 
room before pouncing on the bed. He pulled Sidney against 
his chest and wrapped his arms around him. “You should’ve 
taken Maggie up on her offer to help you more than you 
did.” 


“Yeah, like she lets me help when I’m at her house. I’m lucky 
if she lets me dry the dishes.” Sidney licked Nash’s nipple, 
teasing the protruding nub with the tip of his tongue. 


“My mind wants to fuck but my body wants to sleep.” He 
ran his hand down Nash’s chest, stopping to circle the slight 
paunch of the man he loved. 


Nash’s body stiffened at the gesture and quickly pushed 
Sidney’s hand lower, towards his cock. “Don’t. You wanna 
play with something, play with that.” The defensive tone of 
Nash’s voice bothered Sidney. “I wasn’t playing.” He leaned 
up to look Nash in the eyes. “What’s going on?” 


“Peter thinks I’m getting fat.” 


“Fat?” Sidney shook his head. “You’ve got a bit of a belly, 
but you're getting older and you’re not as active as you 
used to be. Screw Peter and what he thinks.” He brushed a 
kiss across Nash’s lips. “You’re still the sexiest man I’ve ever 
known.” Nash didn’t appear to be convinced. He pulled 
Sidney back down and snuggled against him. “Get some 
sleep. We’ve got guests to make brunch for in the morning.” 
With the cock in his hand now flaccid, Sidney knew Nash 
was no longer in the mood for sex. From experience, Sidney 
knew it would only take a quick blowjob to get Nash 
interested again, but he was tired and the moment had 
passed. “I love you just the way you are,” he whispered. 


When Nash didn’t reply to the statement, Sidney squeezed 
his eyes shut. He promised himself he’d start paying more 
attention to the food he put on the table. It wasn’t all Nash’s 
fault he was gaining weight. Sidney had been lax in cooking 
healthy dinners lately, opting instead to stop by somewhere 
on the way home and get takeout. 


The moment the holidays were over, Sidney would do 
whatever it took to make sure Nash had something healthy 
to eat on the dinner table every night. 


x k OK OX 
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The after-Thanksgiving brunch had become a bigger affair 
than the actual holiday meal. 


Not only did it include the Ballentine clan but friends from 
the area who had spent Thanksgiving with their own 
families. 


Nash and Butch stared at the table configuration in the 
mock dining room. “I think we need a bigger house,” Nash 
determined. 


“Or a bigger garage. Or fewer guests,” Butch added. 


Nash glanced up at his friend. “How’s it going at your 
place?” He knew from Butch’s grumblings before the 
Ballentines arrived that having Luke’s family in the house 
wasn’t something he was comfortable with. 


“Let’s just say Luke was right to move away from them. 
They treat him like a fucking baby. Hell, he was folding a 
load of towels yesterday and Maggie gave me a look that 
could kill. They were towels for fuck sake.” 


“She loves him.” Nash shrugged. “Maggie’s never said it, 
but I think he’s always been her favourite.” 


“He’s my favourite too, but I sure as hell don’t put him ina 
corner and expect him to stay there.” Butch ran a hand over 
his bald head. “Maybe it’s the mother thing | don’t get. 


Lord knows | never had someone who cared enough to 
hover.” The door opened and Luke wheeled into the garage. 
“Thought | might find you out here.” He reached for the 
steaming, fragrant brew in the cup holder attached to the 
frame of his chair. “Figured you could use some coffee.” 
Luke grinned at Nash. “Sorry, only one holder.” 


Nash slapped Butch on the back as he reached for the 
coffee. “I think you have someone who cares enough to 
hover.” 


“I’m not hovering,” Luke denied. “I just happen to know 
Butch only had one cup this morning before we left the 
house.” 


Nash chuckled. “Okay, maybe not hovering, but you 
definitely dote on him.” Luke looked Butch up and down, 
eating the man with his gaze. “Who wouldn’t?” 


“See? It’s just a sexual thing,” Butch said. “Luke’s obsessed 
with my body.” 


“So you think he brings you coffee because he wants your 
cock?” Nash asked. 


Luke suddenly looked guilty. “Actually, | was kinda hoping 
he’d be alone out here.” 


“Told ya.” Butch ran his fingers through Luke’s short hair. 
“He can’t seem to get enough of me.” 
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“Or, it could have something to do with the fact you made 
us both sleep in pyjamas last night,” Luke countered. He 
looked up at Nash. “He wouldn’t even let me give him a 
handjob. Prude.” 


“Your parents were in the next room,” Butch argued. 


Nash wasn’t sure who he felt the most sorry for. He gestured 
to the office attached to the back of the garage. “My office 
has a lock on it. I’m going to go help Sidney in the kitchen.” 


Butch took a sip of his coffee before sitting it down on the 
table. “See ya in twenty minutes,” he told Nash, wheeling 
Luke towards the closed door. 


One glance at the erection pressing against the front of 
Butch’s jeans and Nash knew otherwise. “Probably ten.” He 
hightailed it out of the garage before Butch could reach him, 
feeling better than he had all morning. 
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Chapter Two 
December 30, 1996 


After a celebratory birthday dinner out with friends, Nash 
draped a blanket over the upholstery and stretched out on 
the couch while Sidney puttered around in the kitchen. 


“What’re you doing in there? Come on, old man. I’m ready 
to watch a movie.” He stared at the VHS tapes arranged on 
the coffee table and reached for his cock. It had become a 


tradition, of sorts, to spend Sidney’s birthday fucking and 
watching porn, and Nash wanted to get started. 


Sidney sauntered into the room wearing the short black 
robe Nash had given him for Christmas. “I had to get stuff.” 
He unloaded his arms, setting lube, two bottles of water and 
frosting on the table. 


Nash stared at the can of fudge frosting. Since Thanksgiving 
he’d been on a strict diet, going as far as to give up his 
evenings at the bar with his friends so he wouldn’t be 
tempted to drink beer. “I’m not eating that.” 


Sidney glanced over his shoulder, away from the video 
tapes. “It’s my birthday. We didn’t have cake, but | thought 
we could at least play with frosting. You’ve barely eaten 
enough to keep a bird alive lately, | hoped you could 
splurge.” Nash pulled Sidney into his arms, slipping his hand 
under the robe to brush against a nipple. “How about | let 
you lick it off me, and l'Il sing the birthday song while you 
do it?” Sidney leaned his head against Nash’s chest and 
sighed. “I know how hard you’ve been working, but with 
starving yourself and running like a mad man, | think you’re 
losing weight too fast. It’s not healthy, and I’m starting to 
worry.” 


“Don’t.” Nash kissed the top of Sidney’s head. “I’m fine. 
Men just lose weight faster than women. Another month or 
two and l'Il be back to the way | was when you first fell in 
love with me.” 


Sidney moved to straddle Nash’s lap. “Is that why you’re 
doing this? You think | need those washboard abs to find you 
sexy?” 


Nash ran his hands down Sidney’s flat stomach. “Don’t lie. 
You used to love to touch my body.” 
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“Yeah, and | still do. You fuckin’ turn me on, ya bastard. 
Whether you have washboard abs or love handles, that’s 
never going to change.” Despite the fact that he knew 
Sidney spoke the truth, Nash was still determined to restore 
his body to the way it had been. There were too many well- 
built men hanging around Sidney for Nash not to worry. It 
had all come to a head when Sidney’s boss, Ben Shriver, 
had invited him and his entire family to the after- 
Thanksgiving brunch. 


Nash had met Ben and his wife Abby on several occasions, 
but it was the first time he’d met Mike Shriver, the man 
Sidney often worked close with on construction projects. 
Mike made Nash’s mouth water and he wasn’t even Nash’s 
type. Still rock hard even in his mid-forties, Mike was not 
only gorgeous but funny. Even worse, he seemed to follow 
Sidney’s every move with those dark green eyes of his. 
Dammit! Nash tried to push the jealousy out of his mind. He 
knew Sidney would never cheat, but how long could he 
resist a man who looked like Mike when he had to continue 
to come home to a man with a fucking beer belly? 


“Pick a movie,” Nash said, trying to get their evening back 
on course. 


Sidney stared at Nash for several moments before climbing 
off his lap. He picked up three of the videos. “Hmmm, we’ve 
got garage workers, firemen or construction workers?” 
Sidney grinned. “You and your blue collar men.” Nash had 
purposely ordered the construction worker video as a sort of 


a test. Wrong or not, Nash needed to know if Sidney had 
fantasies about sex on the job. 


“You have a preference?” Sidney asked. 


“Nope. It’s your birthday. Pick whichever one you want to 
watch first.” Movie in hand, Sidney stood and crossed to the 
VCR. He inserted the tape and turned around, letting the 
robe slip off his shoulders. 


Nash’s gaze flitted from Sidney’s exposed body to the 
television screen. He wasn’t aware he was holding his 
breath until the title of the movie flashed onscreen— Climb 
my Pole. 


Nash sighed. “Firemen, huh?” 


Sidney shrugged. “They all look good, but the guy on the 
front of this one looks to have a really long hose.” 


x OK OK OX 
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Spooned with his back against Nash’s chest, Sidney 
whimpered when Nash’s spent cock slipped from his hole. 
He was tempted to reach back and reinsert it but didn’t 
want to wake his partner. Instead, he reached for the dildo 
Nash had used on him earlier and pushed it deep inside his 
stretched hole. 


After an earlier nap while grease monkeys fucked each 
other’s brains out on TV, Sidney was wide awake and ready 


for round three. He knew it was highly unlikely that either 
him or Nash could get it up again, but that didn’t mean he 
couldn’t enjoy the feel of having his ass filled while watching 
Sweaty construction workers fuck and rim each other. 


Sidney reached back and twisted the dildo, pushing it even 
deeper into his ass. Beside him, Nash let out a grunt, his 
peaceful sleep momentarily interrupted, before settling back 
into a soft snore. When the action on the screen got too hot 
for Sidney to sit still, he slid off the couch and pushed the 
coffee table out of the way. He found one of the toss pillows 
that had landed on the floor and stuck it under his head. 
Lying on his back, Sidney spread his legs and began to 
pump the dildo in and out of his body. It was nothing new for 
him to pleasure himself, so Sidney thought nothing of it. 


“This tape got you so hot you have to resort to that?” 
Sidney looked towards the couch to find a disapproving 
expression on Nash’s face. “I didn’t want to wake you.” 


Nash’s gaze went from Sidney to the television. “Those 
construction workers are really doing it for you, aren’t 
they?” 


Normally, Sidney would readily agree and turn around to 
give Nash a show, but there was something in Nash’s 
expression that stopped him. “What’s going on?” 


“You tell me.” 


Sidney removed the dildo and tossed it to the edge of the 
blanket that had fallen to the floor beside him. He sat up 
and turned to face Nash. “I wasn’t quite finished for the 
night, but I didn’t want to wake you. It’s nothing new, so 
why’re you all bent out of shape?” Nash looked at the 
fucking construction workers once again. “You have 
fantasies about the guys you work with?” 


“You mean do I think of having sex while at work? Who 
doesn’t?” Sidney gestured towards the screen. “But that 
doesn’t mean | have fantasies of fucking the men I work 
with. 


It’s more the place than the people.” 


“What about Mike? You seem to talk about him a lot,” Nash 
continued. 


FALL 
Carol Lynne 
19 


Sidney rose to his feet. He didn’t know what the hell had got 
into his partner, but he refused to let Nash pick a fight with 
him on his birthday. The dreams he’d had involving Mike 
were no one’s goddamn business. Never in a million years 
would Sidney act on them, so why should he be made to 
feel guilty about them? He hit the eject button and tore the 
tape from the machine. “Fucking burn it,” he said, tossing 
the porn movie onto the couch beside Nash. “I’m going to 
bed.” 


“Did | hit too close to home for comfort?” Nash asked, 
stepping in front of Sidney. 


“I don’t know where this jealousy bullshit is coming from. 
I’ve never given you a reason to doubt my loyalty, never! 
Now get the fuck out of my way.” Sidney tried to push past 
Nash, but Nash’s strong arms wrapped around him, keeping 
him in place. 


“I’m sorry,” Nash said. 


Sidney pushed against Nash’s chest in an effort to get loose. 
He knew it was a combination of anger and guilt that fuelled 
his need to flee, but he didn’t feel like listening to anything 
Nash had to say. It soon became obvious he wouldn’t get 
away from Nash without starting an all-out fight between 
them. “Just let me go to bed,” he pleaded. 


Nash released Sidney and took a step back. “I’m sorry.” 


“Yeah, you already said that,” Sidney replied on his way out 
of the room. He raced upstairs, deciding to jump in the 
shower before going to bed. As he stood under the spray, he 
tried to calm his pounding heart. 


The dreams he’d had about Mike had constantly plagued 
him. It had started innocently enough with him making love 
with Nash, but at the moment of climax Nash had morphed 
into Mike Shriver. For two days afterwards, Sidney hadn’t 
been able to look Mike in the eyes. 


Sidney thought it was a one off, but a week later he’d had a 
similar dream. The guilt had been eating at him ever since. 
Did Nash have dreams about other men? In the past Sidney 
had pictured himself with celebrities buried deep inside him, 
but those were pure fantasy. The dreams about Mike were 
different and a lot more troublesome. 


A shadow fell across him, and Sidney looked over to see 
Nash standing on the other side of the sliding shower door. 
Sidney held his breath. Had he cried out Mike’s name at 
some point in his sleep? Is that why Nash seemed so upset? 


“You're right, I’m jealous,” Nash admitted. “The shitty part 
about it is that | genuinely like the guy. | never really gave it 
any thought until | saw the two of you together at the 
Thanksgiving brunch.” 
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Sidney tried to remember what he’d done at the brunch. 
“Did | do something to make you question me?” 


“No, but | saw Mike following you with his eyes on more 
than one occasion that day.” Sidney turned off the water 
and opened the shower door. He’d noticed Mike’s quiet 
interest in him, but Mike had never tried anything out of 
line. “I can’t help the fact that Mike’s attracted to me, but 
we both know where my heart lies.” 


“He’s got a better body than I do,” Nash mumbled, handing 
Sidney a towel. 


“You can’t compare yourself to him. Hell, Mike’s got a better 
body than anyone I’ve ever seen, but you’re the one | love. 
Do you honestly think I’d give up what I have with you to be 
another notch on Mike’s bedpost? Come on, you know me 
better than that.” Nash nodded. “You're right. It’s my 
problem not yours.” In all the years Sidney had known Nash 
never had he seen him so insecure. “I’d say it’s our 
problem. Obviously I’m doing something to make you 
question yourself. Is it the weight thing? Because I’ve 
already told you it doesn’t bother me.” 


“I know.” Nash turned to leave the bathroom. “Forget it.” 
Sidney threw the towel on the floor and followed Nash into 
the bedroom. By the time he reached the bed, Nash was 
already under the covers facing away from Sidney’s side of 
the bed. Although he’d been angry earlier, Sidney wanted 
nothing more than to comfort the man he loved. He 
spooned himself against Nash’s back and rested his palm 


against the lightly furred chest he loved. “Do you love me 
less because of the scar on my face?” 


“What? No. Why would you even ask me that?” 


Sidney took a deep breath and ran his hand down Nash’s 
chest to the slight swell of his stomach. “I feel the same 
about this.” 


“It’s not the same,” Nash mumbled, directing Sidney’s hand 
away from his stomach. 


“You're right it’s not. You’ve got what, another ten or fifteen 
pounds to lose before you’re back to the weight you were in 
your twenties? My face will never be the same, but | don’t 
sit around and worry that you’re going to jump into bed with 
someone else because of it. You know why?” 


When Nash didn’t answer him, Sidney continued. “Because | 
know that you love me. 


I’ve learned to accept the way | look because of you. What’s 
it say about me that you’re afraid l’d hop into bed with Mike 
because you've put on a few pounds over the years?” FALL 
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With a heavy sigh, Nash turned over to face Sidney. “It’s not 
just about the weight. I’m worried about a lot of things. | 
guess seeing the way Mike looked at you gave me 
something to focus all my frustrations on.” 


Sidney rested his hand on Nash’s neck and brushed a soft 
earlobe with his thumb. 


“Let’s forget about Mike. What else is bothering you?” 


“We've got a lot of money tied up in the stock market. What 
if | fuck up and lose it all?” Nash had been playing the 
market fulltime for several years, so why was he suddenly 
getting cold feet? “Why’re you worried about it now? Did 
Peter say something when he was here?” Sidney asked. 


Nash shook his head. “Peter had other things on his mind, 
like divorcing his wife.” The news shocked Sidney. “He told 
you that?” 


“Yeah, but | don’t want to talk about him.” Nash grabbed the 
bottle of lube from the bedside table before pulling Sidney 
into his arms. “It’s officially New Year’s Eve, and I’ve yet to 
fuck you.” 


Sidney took the bottle from Nash and applied several drops 
to Nash's fingers. “Touch me,” he whispered, directing 
Nash’s hand to his ass. 


Nash plunged two fingers deep into Sidney’s hole. Sidney 
immediately moaned his appreciation for Nash’s talented 
touch. “I could spend the rest of my life with your fingers 
right where they are,” Sidney mumbled. 


“That might get a little awkward when it comes time to 
leave the house.” 


“We could live on delivery and you could eat one handed.” It 
sounded like a good plan to him. Sidney closed the distance 
between them and sealed his mouth over Nash’s. As he 
explored Nash’s mouth with his tongue, Sidney was 
reminded of all the reasons he loved him. 


Sidney reached between them and greased Nash’s cock 
without breaking the kiss. 


They’d been together for so long he didn’t even need to ask 
for what he wanted next. Nash withdrew his fingers and held 
his cock by the base, waiting to give Sidney what was his. 


Their earlier argument could have escalated to a major 
blow-up if they were anyone but who they were, but it was 
to Nash’s credit that he wasn’t afraid to open himself like he 
had. Not only admitting that he worried about another man, 
but his fears about what the years were doing to his once 
toned body. 
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Sidney straddled Nash and lowered himself onto the thick 
erection that fit his him like it had been forged with his body 
in mind. “I love you,” he whispered. 


Nash’s hands cupped Sidney’s ass and spread his cheeks 
further apart, allowing Sidney to sink even lower on his 
cock. “You’re my life. Without you | have nothing.” Sidney 
started to move, grinding his ass against Nash’s groin. He 
stared down at Nash and fought an inner battle. The right 
thing to do would be to tell Nash about the dreams, but 
would the confession put Nash’s mind at ease because he’d 
told the truth or would being honest only push Nash deeper 
into the depression he seemed to be battling lately? Sidney 
knew it was one of those times when he was damned if he 
did and damned if he didn’t. 


In the end, he decided to keep his dreams to himself. What 
purpose would telling the truth serve when he knew it would 
only hurt Nash? Besides, never in a million years would he 
cheat on the one man who'd always had his back. 


“| feel the same way,” Sidney replied. 


x OK OK OX 


January 3, 1997 


Sidney parked the rental car in front of the hospital and 
turned off the engine. “What the hell am | doing here?” he 
asked himself aloud. 


He didn’t need to think long. The phone call from his 
stepmother a few days earlier had prompted his change of 
heart. According to Sheila, Jackson was asking for Sidney. It 
was the first time in memory that Sidney had actually felt 
wanted by his father, but as he sat looking at the hospital, 
doubts began to creep into his mind. 


How many times had he got his hopes up regarding his 
relationship with his father? 


Nope, he wouldn't do it. Jackson was a prick. He’d always be 
a prick and no amount of apologising would erase the things 
he’d done to Sidney over the years. 


Sidney climbed out of the compact car and locked it before 
pocketing the keys. He entered the hospital and headed 
towards the bank of elevators, praying he wouldn’t run into 
Sheila. He’d given her an approximate time for his arrival, 
so hopefully she’d cleared out for a few hours. 


Pulling a slip of paper from his pocket, Sidney stared at the 
room number before making his way around the nurses’ 
station towards his father’s private room. According to FALL 
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Sheila, his father was living on borrowed time and she 
believed Jackson continued to hold on until he could set 
things right with Sidney. 


Once he found the room, Sidney stood outside in the hall for 
several moments. He couldn’t help but think he was making 
a mistake. It had been years since he’d seen his father and 
the pain the man had caused had scabbed and healed 
nicely, so why take a chance of reopening old wounds? 


“Sidney?” 


Sidney spun around and looked into the eyes of a woman 
not much smaller than he was, a pitcher of water in her 
hands. “Yes.” 


“I’m Sheila.” 
Sidney silently cursed his luck. “Hi.” 


Sheila’s gaze went to the scar on Sidney’s face. “Your father 
told me about your accident. I’m sorry.” 


Sidney shrugged. “It was a long time ago.” Having a 
conversation with Sheila about the car accident that had 
sliced his face open and left one of his best friends 
paralysed served no purpose. He gestured to the open 
room. “Can I go in?” Sheila handed him the pitcher. “If you'll 
fill his glass, l'Il leave the two of you alone.” Sidney almost 
asked what she'd do if he declined. For some reason, he had 
the urge to tell the woman just what kind of father Jackson 
had been. Perhaps it was the need to hurt a man who 
couldn't fight back. Did that make him any better than a 
father who thought nothing of slapping his son to the 
ground for an innocent mistake? No. He took the pitcher and 
turned to enter the room. 


A hand on his shoulder stopped him. “Please don’t upset 
him,” Sheila said. 


Sidney couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. “Excuse me?” 


“I know the two of you haven’t seen eye to eye in the past, 
but this is your chance to make up with him.” 


It was obvious Sheila knew nothing of Sidney’s life with his 
father. Staring into her hazel eyes, it took every ounce of his 
control not to tell her exactly what kind of man she’d 
married. The only thing that stopped him was the realisation 
that Jackson must be a different kind of father to his new 
family. Did that make him feel better or worse? He had half- 
brothers/sister he’d never met, but was it their fault their 
sperm donor was an asshole? 


FALL 
Carol Lynne 
24 


“| appreciate what you're saying, but my relationship with 
my dad is my own. | won’t go in there and start a fight, but | 
won't let him try to bully me either.” Sidney turned away 
from Sheila, afraid of saying more. 


Jackson’s eyes were closed when Sidney entered the room. 
It gave him a chance to observe the changes in his father 
without being detected. The heavy-handed man he’d grown 
up knowing was nowhere to be seen. Instead, Jackson 
looked twenty years older than his fifty-three years. Oddly, a 
feeling of wellbeing filled Sidney. For the first time in his life, 
he didn’t feel intimidated by this man. 


Sidney walked to Jackson’s bedside and refilled the glass on 
the table before setting the pitcher down. There were two 
chairs in the room, one beside Jackson and another in the 
corner of the room. Sidney opted for the one furthest away 
and sat on the edge. 


A framed photograph on the window ledge caught Sidney’s 
eye and he rose to examine it further. It depicted a happy- 
looking family with Jackson front and centre, surrounded by 
Sheila and three teenagers—a girl and two boys. For some 
reason the images of his half-brothers and sister threw him. 
Where he’d expected to see at least a little something of 
himself, there was none. The teenagers in the picture were 
all either blond or light brown headed. Did that have 
something to do with his dad being a nicer father to them? 


“You came,” a weak voice said from across the room. 


Sidney set the photograph down and turned around. “Yeah.” 
Jackson stared at Sidney for several moments. “I figured 
you'd have had plastic surgery by now.” 


Sidney’s hand went immediately to the scar. “I thought 
about it but Nash doesn’t seem to mind it, and | was afraid 
of looking even worse afterwards.” 


“So Nash is still hanging around?” 
“Yas,” 


“Figures. The boy’s not stupid. He knows an easy meal ticket 
when he sees it.” 


“He’s a day trader now. Truth be told, | think he probably 
makes more money than | do.” Sidney squared his 
Shoulders. “That’s enough about Nash. Why did you want to 
see me?” 


Jackson pressed a button that lifted the head of the bed into 
a more upright position. “I need you to do me a favour.” 


“You're kidding, right?” 
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Jackson’s eyes narrowed. “No, I’m not. | could’ve caused a 
lot of problems for you when you got out of the hospital, but 
| didn’t. | packed my shit and left the ranch like you asked. 
Now | need something in return.” 


Sidney shook his head. “You left the Running E because you 
were caught in your own web of lies. I’m the one who could 
have caused trouble for you. At least get the damn story 
Straight.” Every time Sidney thought about the way his 
father had lied to him about who actually owned the ranch 
his blood pressure soared. 


“My oldest son works at the feedlot, has since he was a 
teenager. The problem is, the lot’s not pulling in enough 
profit to keep it open. | was hoping | could send JJ to the 
ranch for a job.” 


“I’m your oldest son,” Sidney reminded his father. 


“I realise that, but you know what | meant. JJ eats, thinks 
and dreams of ranch life. If you won’t do it for me, do it 
because he’s your blood.” Sidney wasn’t opposed to helping 
the kid out, but if he decided to ask Tommy—the man who 
had leased the ranch—to give JJ a job, it would be because 
he wanted to do it, not because Jackson asked. He decided 
to test his father further. “Does JJ know I’m gay?” 


“What? Why would you ask me something like that? You 
think | care to discuss your perversions with a twenty-two 
year old?” 


“Let me get this straight. | hauled my ass all the way to 
Colorado for you to ask me to do a favour for your son who 
you haven't told about me because I’m a pervert?” 


“Will you do it or not?” Jackson asked, his jaw set in the 
stubborn position Sidney remembered well. 


“I'll think about it after you’re dead,” Sidney said on his way 
out the door. 


Sheila was waiting for him in the hall. “You’re leaving?” 
Sidney stopped and dug his wallet out of his back pocket. 
He pulled out a business card and handed it to Sheila. “Have 
JJ call me.” He glanced over his shoulder towards Jackson’s 
room. “I won’t be back.” 
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Chapter Three 
June 1997 


Sidney set down the phone and turned back to the design in 
front of him. He swallowed around the lump in his throat and 
tried to concentrate on his newest project, a modern glass 
and wood-beamed home. 


He wasn’t sure how long he stared at the drawing before a 
folded paper triangle hit him in the ear, bringing him out of 


his daze. Sidney glanced up and narrowed his eyes at Bobbi. 
“Cute.” He retrieved the paper triangle from the floor and 
held it between his drafting table and his forefinger and shot 
it back towards his friend and co-worker. “Don’t make me 
regret suggesting you for a job.” 


Sidney ended the statement with a grin when the paper hit 
Bobbi in the nose, bouncing off her glasses. He was just 
teasing, of course. Bobbi had worked at Creative Solutions 
for a little over a year and had become a good fit for the 
laidback company. 


“It looked like you were thinking too hard. Who was on the 
phone?” Bobbi asked. 


“My father’s wife. He died yesterday.” 
“Nice of her to finally call.” 


Sidney shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.” His throat constricted 
around the words. He took a deep breath and squeezed his 
eyes shut. “I think l'Il call it a day.” 


“Will you go to Colorado?” 


Sidney shook his head. He didn’t have to put up a front with 
Bobbi, she knew all about his non-existent relationship with 
his father. “I may ask Ben if | can take the rest of the week 
off though. Maybe Nash’ll take a trip with me down to the 
ranch.” He couldn’t explain it, but he had an overwhelming 
desire to revisit the memories that still continued to haunt 
him. It had also been too long since he’d sat at his mother’s 
grave. Although his mom had been dead since he was a 
boy, Sidney still sought comfort from her when life became 
too much for him to handle on his own. 


Bobbi gave him her best smile. “Let me know if you need 
anything.” 


“Thanks. | will.” 
FALL 

Carol Lynne 

27 

x OK OK OX 


Before driving up the ranch road, Nash pulled to a stop 
beside the family cemetery. “Do you want to visit your 
mom’s grave before we head to the ranch?” 


“VIL come down later,” Sidney answered. 


Nash shook his head in confusion and pulled back onto the 
road. They’d planned to leave first thing that morning, but 
Sidney had woken him around midnight and insisted they 
get in the truck and start their journey to the Running E. For 
someone who seemed to be in such a hurry to see his 
mother’s grave, Sidney didn’t seem overly interested. 


Nash made a right and drove under the Running E sign. He 
slowed the truck and rolled down the window. His first 
inhalation of ranch air almost brought tears to his eyes. 
He’d never admitted to Sidney how much he missed ranch 
life. It was the reason he hadn’t been back since the day 
they’d loaded the moving truck and headed to Chicago. 
“Can you believe it’s been damn near seven years since 
we’ve been back?” 


“Doesn't seem like it’s been that long to me,” Sidney said, 
turning up the air conditioner. 


It seemed twice as long to Nash, but he didn’t say it. “Feel 
like going for a ride this evening?” 


Sidney continued to stare out the passenger window. “We'll 
see. You think Rosie will still remember you?” 


Mention of his horse tore at Nash’s emotions. “I hope so.” 
He had no doubt Sidney was thinking about Diablo and 
Buckwheat and wishing they were still alive and on the 
ranch. 


Reaching across the seat, Nash brushed the side of Sidney’s 
cheek with the back of his hand. 


His partner seemed so distant. “You okay?” 


Sidney leaned into Nash’s touch. “Not really, but | don’t plan 
on leaving here until | am.” 


He’s come home to heal, Nash thought silently. “Brynn said 
she’d run to the store for us this morning and get some 
groceries to stock the little house.” 


“That’s good. | don’t think | could deal with their bullshit 
right now.” Nash understood why Sidney felt that way. The 
townspeople had never welcomed him. 


“You ready for this?” he asked, gesturing towards the house. 
Except for the short time before FALL 
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they had left for Chicago, Sidney was used to having the run 
of his family home. Would it seem strange to see another 
family in the house his grandfather had built? 


“Yeah. I’m ready.” 


Nash stepped on the gas. For his part he had no 
reservations about returning to the Running E. Despite the 
fact that he wasn’t raised on the ranch, it had always felt 
like home. 


The ranch had been Nash’s entire world for too many years 
not to feel that way. 


Sidney visibly tensed when Nash parked in front of the barn. 
“Mind if | take a walk on my own?” 


“No. Do what you need to do. l'Il be around when you’re 
ready to head to the little house.” Nash watched as Sidney 
got out of the truck and walked towards the chicken coop. 


Fuck. Suddenly everything became clearer. Sidney hadn’t 
come back to the ranch to heal, he’d come back to 
remember. The chicken coop was the site of one of Jackson’s 
worst beatings. Sidney had always hated that damn coop. It 
was the only explanation as to why he would seek it out 
first. 


Movement from the house caught Nash’s attention. He 
waved to Tommy before giving Sidney one last look. He 
hoped Sidney would find whatever it was he needed to deal 
with Jackson’s death. 


x k OK OX 


Although the coop had been well cared for, it was haunting 
in Sidney’s eyes. “I should’ve torn it down when I had the 
chance,” he whispered. 


He’d been barely five the first time his father had spanked 
him for shying away from gathering eggs. The chore didn’t 


get any easier with age. How many times had he been told 
to be a man about it? God, he hated that damn phrase. 


Before his mother’s death, she would sneak out and gather 
the eggs for Sidney, but after she was gone it fell upon 
Sidney to face the coop daily. Sidney unconsciously moved 
his jaw back and forth, remembering the first time his father 
had actually punched him in the face. 


He couldn’t have been more than twelve? Maybe thirteen? 
Sidney had made the mistake of shrieking when he’d almost 
grabbed a hidden snake in one of the nesting boxes. 


If only Nash had been there that stupid Sunday morning. 
Jackson had rarely laid a hand on Sidney when there were 
witnesses around. After Jackson’s fist had connected with 
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Sidney’s jaw, he’d pulled his son to his feet and made him 
reach back into the box and lift the large rat snake out with 
his bare hands. 


When the snake decided to put up a fight, Sidney had made 
an even bigger mistake by pissing his pants in fear. Jackson 
had grabbed Sidney by his hair and marched him into the 
house. He’d made Sidney strip out of his clothes before 
leaving the room. Afraid and unsure of his father’s plans, 
Sidney had allowed a single tear to drip down his cheek. 


Jackson came back into the room carrying a hand towel and 
two safety pins. Despite Sidney’s pleas that it would never 
happen again, his father fashioned the towel into a diaper 
and made Sidney wear it for the rest of the day. Although 


the episode had made a lasting impression on him, Sidney 
doubted it had been the lesson Jackson had hoped for. 


Turning away from the coop, Sidney headed towards the 
barn where more memories awaited. He doubted there was 
a single structure on the ranch that had been left ghost free. 


Jackson’s cruelty had long since overshadowed any good 
memories he’d had of life on the ranch with his mother and 
grandfather. Although Nash loved the place, Sidney would 
have sold it long ago if it had been possible. Unfortunately, 
his grandfather’s will prohibited it. 


Nash’s laughter reached Sidney before he made it through 
the barn door. He stopped and let the sound wash over him 
like an invisible caress. His earlier thoughts of selling the 
ranch vanished at the hearty laughter. The Running E was 
deeply entrenched in Nash’s soul, something Sidney never 
understood but was grateful for. What would he have done 
all those years without Nash and his love for the ranch? 


Sidney thought of the message he’d received on his phone 
from JJ. Although Sidney hated to admit it, ranch life seemed 
to call to JJ the way it had Nash. With summer upon them, 
Tommy would be looking to hire a few hands to help around 
the place. Why not do the right thing and suggest JJ? 


Before Sidney made it farther into the barn, a hand clamped 
down on his shoulder. 


Sidney jumped and spun around. “You scared the crap out of 
me!” Steve, a long-time ranch hand, chuckled. “Just like old 
times. You were always as skittish as a newborn calf.” 


Sidney had had good reason to be jumpy in his younger 
days, but he didn’t say that to Steve. “That’s because 
you've always thought it was funny to sneak up on me.” 


Sidney grinned and held out his hand. “It’s good to see 
you.” 


“You've grown,” Steve replied, shaking Sidney’s hand. 
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Sidney snorted. “Not an inch, but thanks for trying.” He 
gestured towards the house. 


“How’re things around here?” 


“Good. Tommy’s turned into a damn fine manager.” Steve 
leaned closer. “He ain’t so much for working the ranch 
anymore though, but don’t tell him | said that.” Sidney 
decided it was a good time to bring up the subject of JJ. “Do 
you think he could use another hand?” 


“Got someone in mind?” 
Sidney nodded. 


Steve lifted his Stetson and ran a hand through his thinning 
hair before settling the hat back on his head. “Sure wouldn’t 
hurt, | can tell you that, but I’m not sure if the money’s 
there right now.” 


Sidney nodded again. He wasn’t sure how much JJ would 
need, but maybe Tommy could work out a deal with him. “I'll 
get with Tommy about it.” 


“Get with me about what?” Tommy asked, walking up with 
Nash at his side. 


Sidney exchanged glances with Nash. Although he’d told 
Nash about the conversation he’d had with his dad months 
earlier, he hadn’t told him he’d been thinking about JJ. “My 
half-brother needs a job. From what I hear he’s a hell of a 
cowboy.” Tommy’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Jackson’s 
other boy?” 


“Yeah. The feedlot’s about to close and JJ expressed an 
interest to work on the Running E. Would you give it some 
thought for me?” Sidney didn’t want to put Tommy on the 
spot in front of Steve. He knew it would be a decision 
Tommy would probably talk over with his wife, Brynn. 


“Sure,” Tommy answered. “We can talk about it at supper 
tonight if you care to come over and enjoy some of Brynn’s 
famous fried chicken.” Sidney glanced towards the coop. 
“Not a fresh one, | hope.” Tommy chuckled. “Hell no. Little 
Jake’s named all the damn chickens.” Nash slapped Tommy 
on the back. “You mean you didn’t teach him the number 
one rule of ranching?” 


Tommy put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “Yeah, 
| told him, but once | saw him out here talking to them by 
name, | gave up. It’s Brynn’s fault for refusing to give Jake a 
little brother.” 
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Sidney hadn’t seen Jake since he was an infant. With the 
rest of Tommy’s children near grown, Jake must get lonely 
on the ranch without any other kids. Sidney knew exactly 
what that felt like. Too bad Jake didn’t have someone like 
Nash to follow around on the really boring days. 


“Supper sounds good,” Nash said. 


“We even promise to shower first,” Sidney added. He wasn’t 
sure how he’d react to being in his old home again, but the 
entire point of coming to the ranch was to exorcise his 
demons. 


x OK OK k 


“Nash?” Sidney called. 
“Yeah?” 


“You wanna come in here and take a shower with me?” 
Pausing in the act of doing his stomach crunches, Nash 
thought fast. “I’m in the middle of my exercises, but if 
you're still in there when I’m done l'Il join you.” He hated to 
lie to Sidney, but since New Year’s Eve, Nash had been 
feeling even worse about his body. Was it a gay thing? He 
wondered how many other men hated their bodies. He was 
still angry that he’d let himself get to this stage. 


Nash lifted his white undershirt and looked down at his 
stomach. Although he’d done a good job of losing most of 
his spare tire, there was no sign of the six-pack he used to 
have. He wanted to be the man he once was. A man who 
could proudly stand naked in front of Sidney and not worry 
that his partner’s gaze was full of scrutiny. 


Nash dropped his shirt and stood. He went to his suitcase 
and found the bottle of supplements he’d hidden amongst 
his underwear. With the weight finally coming off, Nash had 
begun work on his muscle development. He knew it was 
cheating, but Nash was bound and determined to regain the 
body he’d once had. 


After swallowing the large pill, Nash finished his crunches. 
With each lift of his torso, he imagined himself standing 
bare chested beside Mike. The image powered him through 
the exhaustion he soon felt. By the time Sidney walked into 
the room dressed in nothing but a towel, Nash was still 
going strong. “You done?” FALL 
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“Yeah. Why aren’t you?” Sidney asked. He removed the 
towel from his waist and started soaking up water from his 
shoulder-length hair. 


Nash rose to a sitting position and crossed his legs. “Guess | 
was just into it.” 


“Well you’d better get in the shower or we'll be late for 
dinner.” Sidney crossed to the suitcase and pulled out a pair 
of cargo shorts and a T-shirt. 


“I thought we were going riding after dinner?” Nash had 
looked forward to the evening ride all day. 


Sidney stared at the shorts clutched in his hand. It was 
obvious to Nash that Sidney didn’t want to go for a ride, but 
Nash hoped he’d go with him anyway. “Please?” Nash 
added. 


Sidney dropped the shorts and retrieved a pair of blue jeans. 
“| didn’t bring boots, so sneakers will have to be good 
enough.” 


Nash wanted to ask his partner why the hell he’d come to 
the ranch without his boots but decided to let it drop. “TIl 
just be a minute,” he said, getting to his feet. He grabbed a 


clean shirt, jeans and underwear before going into the 
bathroom. 


Closing the door, Nash heard Sidney make a snarky 
comment about his sudden modesty, but pretended he 
hadn’t heard it. Sidney had made it clear a few months 
earlier that he didn’t care what Nash’s body looked like, but 
Nash wasn’t buying it. Until he felt confident in his 
appearance, he’d continue to undress and change behind a 
closed door. 


x OK OK OX 


Sidney squirmed in the saddle. It had been too long since 
he’d ridden a horse and his tailbone was protesting the 
constant motion. He glanced over at Nash. With his hat and 
boots on, Nash looked like a cover model for a western wear 
company. He’d somehow managed to slide right back into 
ranch life like he’d finally come home again. “Were these 
saddles always this hard?” 


Nash chuckled. “Yeah, you’re just getting soft in your old 
age.” A fun retort was on the tip of Sidney’s tongue but he 
managed to swallow it before it left his mouth. He hated 
that he had to monitor himself lately. It was always a tossup 
as to whether or not he was supposed to mention Nash’s 
weight-loss. The few times he’d tried to tell Nash he liked 
him no matter what, Nash didn’t take the statement as 
intended. 
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Nope, better to just keep his mouth shut. Whatever was 
going on with Nash and his morphed sense of body image 
would hopefully work its way out of his system soon. “I don’t 
Suppose | could get you to go skinny dipping with me?” He 
dug into his pocket and pulled out a small bottle of lube. “| 
came prepared,” he added, hoping to sway Nash to his way 
of thinking. 


Nash looked towards the setting sun. “It'll be dark soon.” 


“All the more reason. Don’t you want to make love in the 
moonlight?” Please say yes. 


“With you? Always,” Nash said, flashing a sexy grin. 


Sidney practically swooned in the saddle. “God I’ve missed 
that.” 


“What?” 


“You, looking at me like you really want me.” Sidney bit his 
lio, afraid he’d said too much. 


Nash drew Rosie up beside Sidney’s horse. “lIl always want 
you.” Nash leaned over and gave Sidney a quick kiss before 
pulling back. 


They rode towards the creek that fed into the pond. They’d 
always preferred to swim in a particularly deep spot of the 
creek because the water temperature was always cooler 
than that of the pond. 


When they arrived, Nash let out a low whistle. “Looks like 
we’re not the only ones who enjoy this spot.” 


Once upon atime, tall weeds and grass had grown beside 
the creek. Now the entire area was nicely mowed with a bit 


of sand down by the water. A picnic table sat nearby, under 
a big cottonwood with a few small sand buckets and shovels 
on top. 


There was something about the scene that caused an ache 
in Sidney’s chest. “Looks like Tommy and Brynn must bring 
Jake down here.” 


“Yeah, | reckon.” Nash got off his horse. 


“It’s nice,” Sidney whispered, more to himself than Nash. 
What would it have been like to have a dad who cared 
enough to go swimming with him, let alone build him a 
private beach? 


“Sidney?” 


Sidney glanced down at Nash and smiled. “Sorry. Lost in my 
head.” 


“Well how about getting lost in my arms instead?” FALL 
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Sidney slid off Jackpot’s back and into Nash’s embrace. 
When Nash started to release him, Sidney held on. There 
was something about the ranch that seemed to magnify his 
insecurities. The trip had already been a good reminder of 
how much he’d always relied on Nash for comfort. “Thank 
you.” 


Nash’s arms tightened. “For what?” He brushed his cheek 
against the top of Sidney’s head before following it up with a 
kiss. 


“Everything.” Sidney’s eyes started to burn as he thought 
about the lonely boy who'd lost his mom. “I can’t imagine 
what my life would’ve been like without you.” Nash tipped 
Sidney’s head back and bent to give him a kiss. Sidney 
opened immediately, needing the intimate contact. As the 
kiss deepened, Sidney pressed his hand against the front of 
Nash’s jeans. He outlined the growing cock through the 
worn denim and gave it a squeeze. 


Nash insinuated his thigh between Sidney’s legs and applied 
just the right amount of pressure to Sidney’s erection. Oh, 
fuck. Sidney’s hands began to shake as he worked to get 
Nash’s fly open. “Need it,” he groaned, breaking the kiss. 


“Yeah,” Nash agreed, pulling Sidney down on the freshly cut 
grass. 


Nash’s boots were soon tossed to the side as they both 
stripped out of their clothes. 


Naked, Sidney stretched out under the darkening sky and 
set the lube beside his hip. “It’s been a long time since 
we've made love outside.” 


“Too long.” Nash knelt and spread Sidney’s thighs apart. He 
picked up the lube and applied a good amount to his hands. 


Sidney moaned in anticipation of what was coming. Nash 
ran his hands across Sidney’s chest. For several years after 
the car wreck, Nash had massaged Sidney’s puckered scars 
on a regular basis, but he hadn’t done it in a while. Slowly, 
Nash worked his hands over each scar, stopping to pay 
extra attention to Sidney’s nipples. 


Nash leaned over and took one of Sidney’s nipples between 
his teeth. Applying the perfect amount of pressure, Nash 
Slowly bit down. 


Sidney released a ragged moan as the small bite sent erotic 
tingles throughout his body. 


“Yesss,” he cried, pulling at Nash’s short hair. 


Nash groaned and made his way down Sidney’s chest, 
alternating between sucking and biting the naturally 
bronzed skin. “Harder,” Sidney begged when Nash reached 
his hip bone. 


It wasn’t that he enjoyed the bruises that would follow such 
a request, but there were times FALL 
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when the right kind of pain helped him forget the suffering 
of his childhood. No doubt there were people out there who 
thought it was a twisted concept, but Nash had always 
understood him better than anyone. 


Nash’s first real bite landed on the tender flesh to the right 
of Sidney’s cock. Sidney fisted his hands as Nash’s teeth 
sank deep and hard. “That’s it. Oh, fuck, that feels good.” 
Nash released the tortured skin and gazed down at the 
impression he’d made. “I nearly drew blood that time.” 


“Don’t care. Loved it.” Sidney slid out from under Nash and 
positioned himself on his forearms and knees. “Bite my 
ass,” he begged. 


Nash grabbed the bottle of lube once again and dripped 
several drops onto his fingers. 


He swiped at Sidney’s hole several times with the flat of his 
tongue before inserting the tip of his forefinger. “Make your 


ass suck on my finger,” Nash instructed. 


Sidney’s muscles clenched and unclenched around Nash’s 
finger for several moments before he was rewarded with 
Nash’s teeth on the cheek of his ass. The harder Nash bit, 
the more turned on Sidney became. “More in my ass,” he 
panted. 


Nash applied more lube to Sidney’s hole before ending the 
erotic bite. “Want my cock, babe?” 


“Yes. Need it. Need you.” 


When the tip of Nash’s fat cock pushed against Sidney’s 
hole, Sidney bit down on his own forearm in an effort to 
continue the high he was currently experiencing. “Slam it.” 
Nash pushed in to the hilt in one hard thrust. Although 
Sidney’s ass was well used to Nash’s cock, the sudden flash 
of pain nearly brought tears to Sidney’s eyes. “Hard,” 
Sidney mumbled. 


Nash withdrew his cock and rammed it deep. “That hard 
enough?” Unable to answer, Sidney nodded and bit harder 
into his own flesh. With each thrust of Nash’s hips, a slap at 
the hand of his father was forgotten. He doubted even Nash 
could drive the demons completely from his soul, but he 
loved the man for trying. 


A single tear fell from Sidney’s eye as he shot his seed onto 
the grass below. He lifted his gaze to stare at the picnic 
table silhouetted in the moonlight. 


“Shit!” Nash grabbed Sidney’s arm and lifted it towards his 
face. “You're bleeding.” He pulled Sidney to his feet and 
urged him towards the creek. “I know being here is hard on 
you, but | won’t stand by and watch you hurt yourself 
because of it.” FALL 
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Sidney glanced down at his forearm. Twelve tiny wounds 
oozed blood. “It doesn’t hurt.” 


“It will tomorrow.” Nash held Sidney’s hand as they waded 
into the cool water. “Was it necessary? Is my dick not 
enough to make you come?” Sidney lifted his hands out of 
the water to frame Nash’s face. “It’s not you. It’s this place.” 
He stopped and shook his head. “Everywhere | look I’m 
reminded of how much | hated him.” 


Nash grabbed Sidney by the shoulders and shook him. “I’m 
sorry you had Jackson for a father, but you’re thirty-three- 
years-old. It’s time you put those memories behind you.” 


“I know. That’s why | came here,” Sidney whispered. 


Nash moved to wrap Sidney in his arms. “When | look 
around the ranch, I see you, not Jackson. | see the little boy 
who followed me around while I did my work and the gangly 
teenager who used to wheeze and complain every afternoon 
when he did his chores.” Nash pointed towards the bank. 
“And | remember making love to you right there once you’d 
healed after the accident. Those are the memories | took 
with me to Chicago. Jackson doesn’t get them. They’re 
mine.” 


Sidney gazed up at Nash. As usual his partner was right. He 
was allowing Jackson to ruin everything good he’d found 
living on the ranch. He wrapped his arms around Nash's 
neck and his legs around his lover’s waist. “Just hold me.” 
Nash buried his face against Sidney’s neck and began to 
turn around in a slow circle, dancing under the clear night 
Sky. “Nash?” 


“Mmm?” 
“How come you don’t talk about your dad?” Sidney asked. 


Nash shrugged. “Never thought it was fair to you to bring 
him up, | guess.” 


“Why? ” 


“Because he was everything you deserved in a father but 
didn’t get. Because he was my hero, and because the day 
he was killed was the day | started to drift away from my 

mother,” Nash explained. 


“You should visit her more,” Sidney told Nash. 


“Why would | do that when she makes you feel like shit 
every time we’ve been down there?” 
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“She’s your mom. She doesn’t have to like me for you to still 
have a relationship with her.” Sidney nipped Nash’s earlobe. 


“Promise you'll call her?” 
“PI think about it.” 


“Just don’t think about it too long.” Sidney thought of his 


own mother. She’d managed to save him by giving Nash use 


of the little house after her death. How had she known 
Sidney would need a man like Nash in his life? 


FALL 


Carol Lynne 
38 
Chapter Four 


Sidney hung up the phone and went in search of Nash. He 
wasn’t sure what he felt guiltier about, cutting his trip short 
or being happy about it. Dressed in cargo shorts and flip 
flops, he walked outside to Nash’s pickup. 


He drove the short distance to the ranch and parked in front 
of the barn. He spotted Tommy almost immediately. “Nash 
around?” 


Tommy chuckled. “He’s in the equipment shed working on 
the bailer. Any word from JJ on when he'll be here?” 


“Day after tomorrow,” Sidney answered. It was yet another 
reason he was happy about leaving. “I just got a call from 
work. A problem’s come up that they need me to deal with.” 


“That’s too bad. | think Nash was looking forward to cutting 
some hay before he left. 


It’s Supposed to be sunny on Thursday. | thought we’d wait 
and do it then.” As much as Sidney wanted to get back to 
his life, he knew how much Nash was enjoying himself on 
the ranch. It wasn’t like Nash had a nine to five he had to 
get back to. 


Sidney didn’t like the thought of going home by himself, but 
he hated to deprive Nash of sweating in the hot June heat. 
He’d never understood why Nash loved hay season. It was 
the worst time of the year in Sidney’s opinion. 


“I'll talk to Nash. Maybe he can drive me to the airport and 
stay a while.” 


“I’d appreciate it,” Tommy said. “You know every pair of 
hands helps this time of year.” 


“Yeah, | remember.” Sidney strode towards the equipment 
shed. By the time he reached his destination, his feet were 
covered in a fine, powdery brown dust. Nash was bent over 
with his upper body concealed by the large bailer. Sidney 
took a moment to enjoy the ass encased in an old pair of 
Wranglers. “Your ass is looking good,” he said, announcing 
his presence. 


Nash gave his ass a little wiggle before removing himself 
from inside the bailer. He turned towards Sidney and shook 
his head. “Flip flops? Really?” FALL 


Carol Lynne 
39 


Sidney shrugged. “When | dressed today | didn’t know I'd 
have to tromp all over the ranch to find you.” He walked 
over and gave Nash’s ass a squeeze. “I wasn’t kidding 
before. 


Your ass is killing me today.” 


Nash seemed pleased by the comment. “The exercises must 
be working.” 


“I'll say.” Sidney ran his hands over Nash’s rock hard ass 
cheeks. “Almost makes me wanna fuck you.” 


Nash’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. Sidney had only 
topped a few times and it hadn’t been anything to write 


home about for either of them. “We might just have to talk 
about that some more when | get done here.” 


Sidney didn’t want to get Nash’s hopes up, especially with 
the news he was about to break to his partner. “Ben called.” 


“Uh oh.” 


“Yeah. Evelyn Barnes has changed her mind again, and 
they’re due to pour the foundation next week. Ben needs 
me back at the office to revise the blueprints.” 


“Can’t he or Bobbi do it? Surely you’re not the only one in 
the office who knows how to revise a drawing?” 


“They have their own projects to work on. Besides, Evelyn 
likes me for some unknown reason and refuses to work with 
anyone else.” The older woman had a sort of crush on 
Sidney that he couldn’t explain. He’d been forced to tell the 
socialite he was gay and had a long-standing relationship. 
Neither had thwarted Mrs Barnes, who seemed dead-set on 
cheating on her husband with a younger man. 


Before Nash had a chance to say anything more, Sidney 
decided to lay out his idea. 


“Why don’t I fly back and you can come home after you’ve 
put up enough hay to satisfy the farmer in yourself?” 


“You wouldn’t mind?” 


“Not at all. I’m not completely unaware of how much you've 
missed the ranch. | know you moved to Chicago for me, so 
do this for yourself.” 


“What about JJ? Aren’t you the least bit curious about him?” 
Nash asked. 


“Not really. I’ve seen his picture, so | Know why my father 
favoured him. If | were to meet him, I’m afraid I’d spend the 
entire time comparing myself to him.” Upon his return from 
his father’s hospital bed, Sidney had told Nash about the 
tall, muscled blond man’s picture at his dad’s bedside. 
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“JJ may be a very nice guy,” Nash argued. 


“That’s what I’m afraid of. | don’t need another reason why 
there weren’t any pictures of me in that room.” 


Nash shook his head. “You’re being ridiculous.” The 
statement hurt. Whether or not he was right in his feelings 
towards his half-brother, it would’ve been nice to have 
Nash’s understanding. “Maybe so, but that’s the way | feel.” 
Sidney stepped out of Nash’s embrace. “I’m gonna go pack 
and call the airline.” 


“FIL be home in an hour or so,” Nash said. 


It was on the tip of Sidney’s tongue to remind Nash that the 
little house wasn’t his home anymore, but he swallowed the 
reply. Nash loved everything about the ranch and it was only 
his love for Sidney that had taken him away from it in the 
first place. Sidney needed to remind himself more often of 
Nash’s sacrifices in the name of love. “Okay.” Sidney walked 
out of the shed. The trip to the ranch hadn’t accomplished 
what he’d hoped. He’d wished to feel better about the 
decisions he’d made, but the visit only served as a reminder 
that his entire life hinged on Nash loving him. Where would 
he be if he lost that? 


x OK OK OX 


Alone in the big backseat of Butch’s ridiculous sedan, 
Sidney regarded his friends in the front. “You know this car 
doesn’t suit you, right?” Butch met Sidney’s gaze in the rear 
view mirror. “SUVs are too hard for Luke to get in and out 
of.” 


In a sour mood, Sidney didn’t bother to censor himself. “So 
what happens when you realise you’ve been driving around 
in a car meant for a senior citizen just to make Luke happy? 
Will you start to resent him and that damned wheelchair?” 


“Sidney!” Luke admonished. 


Without answering, Butch pulled into the nearest parking lot 
and turned off the ignition. He turned to level a steely gaze 
at Sidney. “What’s your problem?” Sidney buckled under 
Butch’s stare. “Nothing. Sorry.” Butch shook his head. “Not 
good enough. You’ve been quiet since we picked you up at 
the airport. Are you mad because Nash stayed in Kansas?” 
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“No.” Sidney knew explaining himself would only make him 
sound like an ungrateful child. “I said | was sorry. Will you 
just take me home, please?” Luke repositioned himself so he 
could make eye contact with Sidney. “Are you going into 
work as soon as you get home?” 


Sidney shook his head. “I told Ben I'd be there first thing in 
the morning.” 


“Then why don’t we stop at the store and pick up some 
steaks to grill for dinner?” Luke asked. 


Sidney glanced at Butch. Although he liked the big guy, 
Butch was first and foremost Nash’s best friend. Not that he 
wanted to talk bad about Nash, but Sidney would prefer an 
evening where he could speak openly of his feelings without 
the threat of his words getting back to Nash. 


Luke reached over and put a hand on Butch’s shoulder. 
“Would you mind if Sidney and | spent the evening 
together?” 


Sidney smiled at his friend. It was obvious Luke had picked 
up on Sidney’s misgivings. 


“Are you giving me permission to head to Wally’s for the 
evening?” Butch asked with a wink. 


Luke looked at Sidney. “Would you mind if we stayed in the 
downstairs guestroom tonight? I’d feel better if Butch could 
take a cab home from the bar.” 


“Not at all.” Sidney found himself looking forward to an 
evening spent alone with his old friend. 


“Promise me you'll take a cab to Sidney’s?” Luke asked, 
rubbing Butch’s earlobe between his fingers. 


“Sure, if it’ll make you happy,” Butch replied. 


Sidney rolled his eyes. As much as he loved and adored 
Nash, Sidney doubted he’d ever been as sappy as Butch 
was with Luke. He was happy that Luke had found such a 
great guy, but Luke’s situation was much like Sidney’s and 
that worried him. How would either of them survive without 
their partners at their sides? 


x OK OK x 


Sidney handed Luke another beer before resuming his 
position on the lounger. It was a beautiful evening, and as 
Sidney looked up at the stars, he couldn’t help but wonder if 
Nash FALL 
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was outside enjoying the night sky as well. “Do you ever 
worry about what your life would be like if Butch left?” 


“Not really, but thanks for putting it in my head,” Luke 
answered. He was stretched out on a matching lounger, 
looking more comfortable than Sidney had seen him ina 
while. 


Butch had helped Luke onto the chair, and unfortunately, 
Luke would probably be there until Butch returned after his 
evening at Wally’s. 


“Is that what’s going on with you right now? Are you afraid 
Nash’s going to leave you? 


Because I’m here to tell you the man worships the ground 
yOu Walk on.” 


“Don’t get crazy,” Sidney said around a chuckle. “Nash 
loves me, and | may be good in bed, but I’m hardly skilled 
enough to be worshipped.” 


“Whatever.” Luke shook his head. “So answer the first 
question. Are you in this mood because you believe Nash 
will leave you?” 


Sidney sighed. “Not really. | guess | just realised that 
everything | have, | have because of him. It worries me.” 


“That’s bullshit.” Luke took a drink of his beer. “I’m not 
saying Nash didn’t help you along the way, but you’re more 
than just Nash’s partner.” 


“No.” Sidney shook his head vehemently. “That’s exactly 
what | am and I’m okay with it because that’s all I’ve ever 
wanted. But in giving me everything, Nash gave up too 
much. 


He gave up the memories of his father because he was 
afraid of hurting me, he gave up his mom because she 
doesn’t like me and he gave up the ranch because he knew 
| wasn’t happy there. Someday he'll see that, and start to 
resent me for it.” 


“So what’re you saying? Are you thinking about moving 
back to the ranch?” 


“God no. I'd shrivel up and die there. That’s what I’m saying. 
Nash has given up everything for me, and the one thing | 
know would make him the happiest, | can’t bring myself to 
do. What the hell kind of person does that make me?” 


“Although you seem to be enjoying your time up there on 
the cross, | happen to think Nash has a pretty damn good 
life here. He’s got good friends, a job he loves and you. I’m 
sure if he wasn’t happy you’d know it. So take him off the 
martyr list and just enjoy what the two of you have.” 


Sidney couldn’t help but laugh. Luke always had the ability 
to put him in his place. “I love you, but you’re an asshole 
sometimes.” 


“Right back at ya,” Luke replied before taking another drink 
of his beer. 
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x OK OK x 


After a long cool shower, Nash pulled on a clean pair of 
jeans and a T-shirt before leaving the bathroom. It had been 
decided that JJ would take over occupancy of the little house 
while working at the ranch as part of his pay. The deal 
worked out well for both Tommy and JJ and since Nash and 
Sidney rarely visited, it wouldn’t be a hardship on them. 


However, for at least another few days, it meant Nash and JJ 
Sharing living space. Nash grabbed a bottle of water out of 
the fridge and joined JJ in the living room. “Bathroom’s free.” 
Shirt already off and laying at his feet, JJ took another drink 
of his beer. It had been hard for Nash to resist indulging in 
the large quantity taking up space in the refrigerator, but he 
knew it would only set his conditioning back if he drank. 


“I bought some hamburger when | was in town this morning. 
| thought we could grill if you’re up to it,” JJ said. 


“Sure. l'Il get the charcoal started while you’re in the 
Shower.” Nash rose and headed towards the back door. It 
was increasingly obvious that JJ) wanted to talk about Sidney, 
something Nash just wasn’t comfortable with. He’d given JJ 
the basics, though. Nash was surprised JJ didn’t even know 
what Sidney did for a living or where his half-brother called 
home. 


From what Nash could tell JJ Knew nothing about Jackson’s 
relationship with Sidney. 


Nope, none of my business, he said to himself as he dug the 
charcoal out of the shed. The last thing he needed was to 
ruin JJ's memories of his father. He’d seen first-hand what 
that kind of pain could do to a person. 


After setting the charcoal ablaze, Nash sat in one of the 
peeling metal lawn chairs and stared at the dying flames. 
The screen door slamming shut surprised him. “That was 
fast.” Jj sat down beside Nash and opened a beer. “You don’t 
drink, do you?” 


“I drink, well, | used to, until my body went to shit. I’ve been 
working hard to get it back and beer, even the light stuff, 
isn’t on the diet.” 


“I find it hard to believe that a beer is going to do you any 
harm. You’ve got an incredible body.” 


Nash’s spine stiffened. He looked at JJ, his mind buzzing with 
questions. “Are you gay?” 
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“Yeah, | thought you knew,” JJ answered. 


“No, | didn’t.” Nash tapped his fingers against the arms of 
the chair. “Did Jackson know?” 


“I reckon. We never openly talked about it, but | never tried 
to hide it. | figured that’s why he told me I should try and 


find a job on Sidney’s ranch.” 


“Wait a minute, let me get this straight. You knew Sidney 
was gay, but you didn’t know anything else about him?” 
Nash found it very hard to believe Jackson would impart that 
bit of information about his first born and leave out the rest. 


JJ) shook his head. “Jackson didn’t tell me about Sidney, my 
mom did.” 


“But you're relatively sure Jackson knew you were gay?” 


“Yeah. Like | said, | never tried to hide it. | even dated 
someone at the feedlot for a while. Why?” 


Nash couldn’t imagine a worse predicament to be in than 
where he currently sat. 


“Because Jackson hated Sidney. We just assumed it was 
because Sidney was gay.” JJ ran a hand through his wet 
blond hair. “Sorry, man, | don’t know what to tell you. 


My dad didn’t talk about Sidney, but | got the impression it 
was because something bad had happened between them 
and they’d had a falling out.” Nash couldn’t hold his tongue 
any longer. “Yeah, something happened. Jackson knocked 
Sidney around once too often. When we found out he’d been 
lying and stealing from his own son, we kicked him off the 
ranch.” JJ’s face drained of colour. “What're you saying?” 


“Shit!” Nash jumped to his feet and headed towards the 
house. It was the exact conversation he hadn’t wanted to 
get into with the younger man. “Forget | said anything.” 


“Oh, no you don’t,” JJ spat, catching up to Nash as he 
entered the kitchen. “You can’t just throw out something like 
that and walk away.” 


“It’s not my place...” Nash began. 


“Fuck that. Would you rather | call Sidney and ask him to 
explain it to me?” Nash leaned against the counter and 
crossed his arms. “Jackson wasn’t a good father after 
Sidney’s mother died. He rarely gave Sidney the time of day 
and when he did it was usually by screaming insults or 
hitting him. There. You happy?” 


“No.” JJ shook his head. “I don’t even recognise the man 
you're talking about.” FALL 
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“Yeah, that’s pretty obvious. Just like it was obvious to 
Sidney when he went to the hospital and saw the picture of 
your family, a family that didn’t include him. | think that’s 
the main reason he left before you got here.” 


“Mom always told us Sidney wanted nothing to do with us 
and not to bring it up around Dad.” JJ opened the fridge and 
retrieved another can of beer. 


“Hand me one of those, would ya?” Nash asked. 


J) reached back into the fridge. “I need to talk to my mom 
about this.” 


“I doubt it'll do much good. She didn’t even know about 
Sidney until well after you were born.” 


“| don’t understand. Where was Sidney while all this was 
going on?” 


“Here. He was a teenager by then so Jackson thought 
nothing of leaving him for weeks at a time. | was here in the 
little house, so it was me who made Sure Sidney ate and did 
his homework.” Nash shrugged. “Truth be told, | think 
Sidney was happier when Jackson was out of town.” 


“If you'll excuse me, | need to go find out what my mother 
knew.” 


“Are you sure that’s wise? She just lost her husband,” Nash 
reminded JJ. 


“I won’t bring up most of it, but | need to know if Dad ever 
told her why he cut Sidney out of his life.” 


“I hope she knows. Because | can tell you it will crush 
Sidney when he finds out his dad accepted you but rejected 
him.” 


“| don’t want that. | mean, | don’t know him, but it sounds 
like he’s had a rough time of it. No wonder he didn’t come to 
Dad’s funeral.” Nash didn’t know what to say. His heart 
broke for Sidney, but he knew it wouldn’t be easy for JJ to 
question his mom so soon after Jackson’s death. “lIl make 
dinner while you make your phone call.” 


“Thanks.” 


“Don’t thank me. | have a feeling you’re in for an eye 
opening conversation.” 


x OK OK OX 


After a late meeting on Monday night, Sidney was busy 
gathering his blueprints when Mike walked over. 
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“Feel like grabbing something to eat before you head 
home?” Sidney glanced around, hoping Bobbi was still in the 
building. He’d been so caught up in his thoughts he hadn’t 
noticed everyone leave. “Uhhh, that’s okay. l'Il probably just 
go home and eat a sandwich or something. Nash is 
Supposed to call tonight.” 


“It’s just dinner. Since Thanksgiving you barely speak to me. 
Did | do something to piss you off?” Mike asked. 


Sidney thought carefully before answering. He had to work 
with Mike almost on a daily basis. It wouldn’t be a good idea 
to put him in an uneasy position by telling him Nash was 
jealous. 


“Just dinner. | promise,” Mike added when Sidney didn’t 
immediately answer. 


Sidney bit his bottom lip. If he went he’d definitely have to 
tell Nash about it later. 


“Sure,” he finally agreed. 
“Have you ever been to La Cocina?” Mike asked. 


“Yeah, it’s one of my favourites.” Sidney could eat Mexican 
food every day of the week and not tire of it. He finished 
gathering his papers and set them on his drafting table as 
Mike shut off the lights. 


“PIL follow you,” Sidney said on their way to the parking lot. 


Mike stared at Sidney for several moments before nodding. 
“Okay.” On the way to the restaurant, Sidney’s guilt began 
to get the better of him. He knew he wouldn’t be able to eat 
unless he told Nash. He dug his phone out of his pocket. 


“Hello?” Nash answered, a distracted quality to his voice. 
“You busy?” Sidney asked. 
“Just grilling some burgers.” 


When Nash didn’t continue, it sent alarm bells off in 
Sidney’s head. “What’s wrong?” 


“Nothing that I can talk about right now.” 
“Is JJ there?” 
“Yeah.” 


Sidney wondered if the two men were starting to get on 
each other’s nerves. “Listen, | Know you can’t really talk, but 
| need to tell you something.” 


“Okay.” 
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“Į just got out of a meeting and Mike asked me to grab a 
bite to eat with him. We're going to La Cocina. | know | 
probably should’ve said no, but | have to work with the guy 
and offending him would only make things harder.” 


“Is Bobbi going?” Nash asked. 


“No, she had a date she was hot to get home for. It’s just 
dinner.” Sidney cleared his throat. “You can trust me.” 


“I know,” Nash whispered. “I’m just missing you.” Sidney 
smiled. He parked the car beside Mike’s and held up his 
finger, indicating he was on the phone. “I miss you, too. 
When’re you coming home?” 


“We should have everything in by Friday, so | should roll in 
sometime Saturday.” 


“You know you can leave before all the hay’s out of the 
field.” Sidney hated sleeping alone, but what he hated even 
more was the thought that Nash would rather be at the 
ranch sweating than home with him. 


“I know, but I’m enjoying myself. It’s been a long time since 
I’ve put in an honest day’s work.” 


“You mean it’s been a long time since you’ve worked and 
sweated your ass off for little to no money,” Sidney 
corrected. 


Nash laughed. “Yeah, you’re probably right about that.” In 
front of the car, Mike leaned against the brick wall of the 
restaurant and crossed his arms. The action drew Sidney’s 
attention to the powerful muscles straining against the thin, 
light blue T-shirt. “Will you still call me later?” 


“Of course,” Nash answered. “What time do you think you'll 
be home?” 


“Two hours, tops. This time of night, the traffic shouldn’t be 
too bad.” 


“Okay. Love you.” 


“Love you, too,” Sidney replied, closing his eyes. He 
remained in that position for several heartbeats after Nash 
hung up. Once again he told himself there was nothing 
wrong with being attracted to another man as long as he 
didn’t act on it. 


He joined Mike moments later. “Sorry about that.” 
“No big deal. Nash, | presume?” 
“Yeah. He’s staying until Saturday morning.” 


Mike beat Sidney to the door and held it open for him. “After 
you.” FALL 
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Sidney held up two fingers to the hostess and waited for her 
to grab two menus. “This way,” she said. 


“A booth if you have one,” Mike said to her over Sidney’s 
shoulder. 


Sidney swallowed his protest. The only booths in the small 
family restaurant were set in the back, away from the large 
tables. 


Once seated across from Mike, Sidney picked up the menu 
and pretended he hadn’t already memorised it. Evidently he 
hadn't fooled Mike. He eventually pulled the menu out of 
Sidney’s hands. 


“Okay, tell me what I’ve done to piss you off.” 


“You haven’t done anything.” 


Their waiter placed chips and two small bowls of salsa on 
the table. “I’m Todd, l'Il be your waiter this evening. Can | 
get you something from the bar?” 


“Margarita,” Sidney and Mike said in unison, making Sidney 
laugh. 


“Coming right up,” Todd said, leaving the table. 


Sidney picked up the salt shaker and held it over the chips. 
“You mind?” 


“Not at all.” Mike leaned his forearms on the table and 
waited for Sidney to finish before reaching for a chip. “Can | 
be honest with you?” 


“Sure.” Sidney dunked his chip into the salsa and put the 
entire thing in his mouth. 


“I’m attracted to you,” Mike announced, staring at Sidney. 
Sidney nodded. “That’s what Nash said.” 
“And he’s jealous, | take it?” 


“Something like that.” Sidney busied himself with another 
chip. Where the hell was that drink? “I told him he was 
crazy. That a guy like you could have anyone you wanted, 
but he told me he noticed the way you looked at me at the 
Thanksgiving brunch.” 


“Obviously | can’t have anyone | want or you’d be warming 
my bed instead of Nash’s.” Todd appeared with their drinks, 
giving Sidney a chance to digest Mike’s statement. 


“Thanks.” 


“Have you decided on dinner?” Todd asked. 


“I'll have the number three, no jalapenos,” Sidney ordered. 


“Shredded beef burrito and l'Il take his jalapenos.” Sidney 
took a gulp of his frozen margarita, hoping the brain freeze 
would drive thoughts of Mike’s bed from his mind. 
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“Does it make you uncomfortable to know | think about you 
all the time?” Mike asked. 


“You know it does.” Sidney decided to lay his cards on the 
table. “Look, Mike, I’m not about to lie and say I’m not 
attracted to you, but | have Nash.” 


“What if Nash weren’t in the picture?” 


A sense of calm suddenly came over Sidney. “If Nash 
weren't in the picture, | wouldn’t even be here. Without 
Nash I’d either be dead or wasting my life somewhere else. 
He’s the best part of me and the reason | am where | am 
today. | like working with you, but if this is going to be a 
problem, I’m sure there’s another job out there | could get.” 
Mike smiled. “I won’t say I’m not disappointed, but it’s nice 
to see monogamy in action. 


| promise to never come onto you again.” He winked. 
“Unless of course something happens between you and 
Nash.” 


“Nothing’s gonna happen to tear us apart. | can guarantee 
you that much.” Sidney felt one hundred per cent better. He 
couldn’t wait for Nash to come home. 


x OK OK OX 


The minute Nash set his suitcase down, Sidney jumped into 
his arms. “You're so tanned.” 


Nash hoisted Sidney higher and carried him to the sofa, 
settling Sidney on his lap. “JJ 


talked me into driving the tractor without a shirt on.” 
“How's JJ doing?” Sidney asked. 


“Good, | think. He’s having a rough time with everything he 
found out about Jackson, but he was doing better 
yesterday.” 


Sidney reached down and pulled Nash’s T-shirt over his 
head and off. “When you first told me why Dad hated me so 
much, it hurt, but I’ve come to realise that | detest him even 
more knowing money was behind it all. | mean, how dare he 
take the provisions of my mother’s will out on me. | was just 
a kid.” 


Nash was surprised Sidney was taking the new revelations 
so well. “I think that’s what JJ’s having the hardest time with 
as well.” He ran his fingers through Sidney’s silky black hair 
and pulled him in for a kiss. He lapped at Sidney’s lips for 
several moments before thrusting his tongue deep into 
Sidney’s warmth. 
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Sidney started to wiggle his ass against Nash’s cock as the 
kiss became an all-out tongue fucking. Nash pushed his 
hands down the back of Sidney’s sweatpants and grabbed 
the twin globes. He worked his way towards the centre of 
Sidney’s heat and rimmed the puckered skin with the pad of 
his middle finger. “Damn, | missed you,” he said, breaking 
the kiss. He withdrew his hand and licked his finger before 
touching Sidney’s hole once again. 


Sidney squirmed until Nash’s fingertip pushed inside. 
“Aaahh,” Sidney moaned. 


“Have you been needing, babe?” Nash asked. 


Sidney nodded. “Wore out a set of batteries waiting for you 
to get home.” Nash could attest to that fact. It seemed 
every night when Nash called to check in with Sidney, he 
found his lover with a dildo up his ass, begging Nash to talk 
dirty to him. Not that Nash minded. Hell, his right hand had 
become his best friend over the last week and a half. 


“Let’s go upstairs.” 


Sidney gestured to the bottle of lube on the coffee table. “l 
brought stuff down here because | knew | wouldn’t be able 
to wait.” 


Nash stood with Sidney still wrapped around him. “Grab the 
lube so | don’t have to take my finger out of your ass.” 


With a chuckle, Sidney reached down and swooped up the 
bottle. “It’s been years since you've carried me to bed.” 


Although he knew Sidney didn’t mean it as a cutting remark, 
Nash internalised it that way. “I’m stronger now than | used 
to be.” As he started up the steps, Sidney’s free hand 
roamed his chest. 


“I believe it. Your upper body is looking amazing.” Satisfied 
that Sidney noticed how hard he’d been working to get his 
body in shape, Nash took the last several steps two ata 
time. “Once | get you in bed, don’t plan on getting out of it 
until Monday.” 


By the time Nash dumped Sidney on the king-sized 
mattress, his heart was pounding. It wasn’t the fast rhythm 
that went with exercise but something different. Irregular 
was the word that came to mind. He pushed away thoughts 
of worry and told himself it was the desire he felt for the 
man in his arms and nothing more. 


Nash watched Sidney strip off his sweatpants before he 
began to undress. Standing naked over Sidney, Nash 
grinned. “Prepare to be fucked for the next thirty-six hours.” 
FALL 


Carol Lynne 
51 


Sidney glanced at the clock. “Actually, it’s thirty-eight hours, 
but | guess I'll allow you two hours of rest between now and 
Monday morning.” FALL 


Carol Lynne 

52 

Chapter Five 
October 1997 


Slumped over in a chair, Nash rubbed his chest, hoping to 
ease the tightening he felt. In front of him were the 
numbers, indicating his loss for the day. One day and much 


of the money he’d earned in the last year was gone. Why 
had he ever decided to gamble his money on the stock 
market? 


Nash reached out and shut off the computer before slowly 
getting to his feet. If he could just make it to the bed, he 
was sure his breathing and heart rhythm would return to 
normal. 


It was just the shock of the crash that had caused the 
anxiety attack, nothing more. 


Once he’d made it to the bedroom, Nash fell into bed and 
rolled to his side, curling his body inward. He stared at the 
phone and wondered if he should call Sidney. If it really was 
an anxiety attack, he’d feel like a fool for pulling Sidney off 
the job site, but what if it was something more? 


Sidney was all the way down in Lincolnwood, working on his 
newest project. Not only would he be upset that Nash had 
called him home for something frivolous, but when he found 
out how much money Nash had lost in the market within a 
few hours, he’d be furious. 


Closing his eyes, Nash tried to put thoughts of the stock 
market out of his mind as he concentrated on slowing his 
breathing. Dammit, he was in the best shape of his life, why 
was this happening to him? 


He must’ve fallen asleep because the next thing he knew, 
Sidney was seated beside him, ruffling his hair. “Wake up, 
sleepyhead.” 


Nash smiled up at his partner. “What time is it?” 


“Almost seven. | thought we were going out for dinner, but if 
you're too tired, | can probably find something to throw 


together.” 


Nash reached out and wrapped his arms around Sidney. 
“Just lay with me for a few minutes and then we'll leave.” 


Sidney kicked off his shoes and stretched out beside Nash. 
“I heard about the mini-crash on the way home from work. 
Was it bad?” 
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Nash rested his head against Sidney’s chest and nodded. 
“Real bad.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” 


“Why’re you sorry? Did you cause it?” 
“No, but | lost a lot of money.” 


“So, you'll pull back, regroup and charge forward again. Isn’t 
it you who told me losing money is as much a part of the 
market as making it? The important thing is not to panic. 


We're not headed for the poorhouse anytime soon, so we'll 
ride it out if we need to.” Nash scooted up to share the 
pillow with Sidney. “I was so worried that you’d hate me.” 


“That’s ridiculous. Even if we’d lost everything | couldn’t 
hate you.” The longer Nash lay with Sidney the less he felt 
like getting up. The day’s stress had really taken its toll. 
“Why don’t we order a pizza or Chinese?” 


“Okay. Of course you know one of us will have to eventually 
get up and answer the door.” 


“I nominate you,” Nash mumbled, kissing the side of 
Sidney’s neck. 


x OK OK OX 


“Come on, we're going to be late,” Sidney yelled just as the 
doorbell rang. He grabbed the bowl of miniature candy bars 
off the entry table and opened the door. Sidney jumped, 
pretending to be frightened of a six or seven-year-old 
vampire. “You scared me.” The small boy laughed, 
dislodging his plastic fangs. “Trick-or-treat.” Sidney dropped 
a few pieces of candy into the giant orange pumpkin head 
and smiled. 


“Have a good Halloween.” He shut the door and started 
yelling for Nash once again. “Come on before these little 
goblins eat all my candy.” Nash finally came down the steps 
still buttoning his shirt. “Sorry. | was talking to Peter. 


He thinks Amazon’s going to split their stocks in the near 
future, so | took a good look at my portfolio and decided to 
buy up as much as I could afford to lose.” Sidney rolled his 
eyes. It had only been a few days since the mini-crash and 
already Nash seemed obsessed with earning back the 
money he’d lost. “It’s Halloween. Can we please not talk 
about the market tonight?” 


Nash paused in the process of putting on his black leather 
jacket. “Sure.” FALL 
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“Thank you.” Sidney stood on his tiptoes and gave Nash a 
quick kiss. “Now let’s get out of here before anyone else 
rings the bell.” 


“They'll egg our house if we’re not here to give them 
candy,” Nash reminded. 


“PIL take my chances.” He locked the front door and followed 
Nash to the garage. They didn’t have anything big planned 
for the evening, just cards with Butch and Luke, but Sidney 
was looking forward to getting Nash out of the house for the 
first time in days. 


As Nash pulled out of the garage, Sidney remembered the 
phone call he’d received earlier. “Oh, Butch wants you to 
stop by and get some more beer on the way.” Nash made a 
noise that sounded suspiciously like a growl. “Why does he 
always invite us over but make us buy the beer? Tight ass.” 


Sidney reached across the seat and put a hand on Nash’s 
knee. “He invites us over because it’s easier for Luke for us 
to meet at their house. What’s with you all the sudden? 


You never seemed to mind stopping for beer before.” 


“Nothing. It’d just be nice if Butch would actually have it 
once in a while,” Nash continued to grumble. 


Sidney withdrew his hand before Nash had a chance to bite 
it off. He sure as hell hoped a night with friends would be 
enough to improve his partner’s mood, because he’d had 
his fill of it. 


x k OK x 


Halfway through the evening, Nash escaped to the seclusion 
of the small bathroom. He closed the toilet lid and sat down 
before resting his forearms on his knees. Although he loved 
Sidney with all his heart, he wasn’t in the mood to listen to 
Luke and Sidney volley insults back and forth. Not right now. 
Not when he had so many other things on his mind. 


What he’d passed off as an anxiety attack had evidently 
been something more because he’d had a similar episode in 
the shower earlier that evening. It had taken all his strength 
to dress and face Sidney without falling down the stairs. 


He’d hidden his worry behind a mask of anger directed 
towards Butch for daring to ask for a fucking twelve pack. 
Nash stood and ran cold water in the sink before splashing 
his face. Maybe he was worrying over nothing. It was 
possible he was just having an adverse reaction to the new 
protein powder he'd started drinking. 
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“That has to be it,” he told his reflection. He’d throw the 
damn stuff out the minute he got home. If his symptoms 
didn’t improve in a couple of weeks he’d make an 
appointment with a doctor. 


A knock sounded. “Are you okay?” Sidney asked. 


“Yeah.” Nash dried his face on a hand towel before opening 
the door. He smiled down at Sidney, feeling better now that 
he thought he’d figured out what was going on with his 
health. “Ready to play?” 


Sidney shook his head. “You’ve been in here for over twenty 
minutes. Butch and Luke are ready to watch the movie 
now.” 


“Oh, okay.” Nash followed Sidney into the den. Luke had 
already been helped onto the double-wide chaise with Butch 
lying next to him. 


“Something you ate?” Butch asked around a chuckle. 


“Shut up,” Nash fired back. He took his customary position 
on the sofa and waited for Sidney to curl up beside him. “1 
brought the beer so you have to make the popcorn.” 


“Later.” 


Nash wrapped his arm around Sidney as Butch started the 
movie. He hoped it was one he’d already seen because 
there was no way he’d be able to concentrate enough to 
follow it. 


Sidney rested his head on Nash’s chest. “Sure you’re okay?” 


“I’m fine. Don’t worry.” He prayed those words were true. 


x OK OK OX 


November 1997 
“Sidney!” Nash yelled from the living room. 


“I’m checking the turkey,” Sidney yelled back. “lIl be there 
in a minute.” He slid the large bird back into the oven, 
making sure the foil stayed over the roasting pan and shut 
the door. 


For the hundredth time that morning, Sidney wondered why 
he continued to host Thanksgiving. He loved the concept of 
having everyone he cared about in one location, but rarely 
did he manage to get through the day without at least one 
breakdown. 
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To add to his stress level, JJ had called and asked if he could 
join them for the holiday weekend. Refusing the request 
didn’t feel like an option, but Sidney wasn’t ready to meet 
his half-brother with an entire house full of people watching. 


After a quick wash of his hands, Sidney entered the living 
room. “What?” he asked with impatience. 


Nash stopped mid-conversation and gestured towards the 
handsome man he’d been talking to. “JJ's here.” 


Crap. Sidney thrust himself forward, hand extended, knees 
threatening to buckle. “Nice to meet you.” 


J) stood and grasped Sidney’s hand, using it to pull him into 
a hug. “I’ve waited a long time for this, big brother.” 


Sidney swallowed around the lump in his throat. He wasn’t 
sure he was ready to be a big brother to anyone. He'd felt 
like an only child his entire life. Was someone really family 
just because they shared half the same gene pool? His 
friends were his family and they didn’t share a drop of blood 
between them. 


Sidney looked at Nash, silently pleading for help when JJ 
didn’t immediately release him. He gave the younger man a 
couple of friendly pats on the back, but he didn’t feel 
comfortable hugging him just yet. It wasn’t that he didn’t 
sympathise with JJ, because he did. 


The man had learned the worst parts about their father in 
the months since Jackson’s death, but for some reason the 
hug felt...forced. 


“Why don’t we get your luggage?” Nash suggested. 


J) squeezed Sidney once more before stepping back. Sidney 
was surprised to see tears in JJ’s big blue eyes. “I’m sorry,” JJ 
whispered for Sidney’s ears only. 


Something inside Sidney shifted as he looked into those 
watery eyes. “Not your fault,” he returned, honestly feeling 
the words for the first time. 


JJ's Adam's apple bobbed several times as he blinked away 
his tears before turning to Nash. “I just have the one bag, so 
l'Il get it.” The moment JJ left the house Nash walked over 
and hugged him. “You okay?” Instead of automatically 
saying he was fine, Sidney really thought about it. For 
whatever reason, JJ obviously wanted to have a relationship 
with him. Sidney didn’t know why he hadn’t heard from his 
other half-brothers and sister, so he had no idea what JJ's 
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relationship was with them. What if JJ felt like an oddball in 
his own family and was searching for a place to belong? 
Could Sidney really turn someone like that away? 


“Yeah,” Sidney finally said. “The hug was a little 
uncomfortable, but Jj seemed to need it, and I’m okay with 
that.” 


J) knocked on the door before opening it, bag in hand. “Are 
you sure you don’t mind me staying here?” 


“Not at all,” Sidney replied. “As long as you don’t mind 
Sharing a room with Eric. 


Don’t worry, there are two twin beds in the room.” JJ 
grinned. It was the first glimpse of the man’s charm. “I don’t 
mind sharing.” Nash cleared his throat. “Eric’s a real ladies 
man, so you’re probably out of luck there.” JJ shrugged. “Ya 
never know.” 


Nash laughed and gestured towards the downstairs 
guestroom. “Right through that door.” 


J) nodded and carried his suitcase out of the room. 


“Do you think he’d really hit on Eric? That could be a 
disaster.” Sidney didn’t want to make Eric uncomfortable, 
although Eric loved to make Sidney uneasy by talking about 
tits and pussy. “Scratch that. | wouldn’t mind seeing Eric on 
the receiving end of JJ’s obvious charm.” 


“You're evil,” Nash said around a laugh. 


Smiling, Sidney shrugged. “lIl be in the kitchen. Send Luke 
in when he gets here.” 


“Are you going to put him to work again? | had to hear about 
it all day last year.” 


“It’s good for him. Butch babies him like his mother does.” 
Nash kissed Sidney’s forehead. “No more than | baby you.” 


“That’s a damn lie and you know it,” Sidney countered. 
“Is it?” Nash asked as he laughed and left the room. 


Sidney narrowed his eyes and cussed Nash under his breath 
as he retreated back to the kitchen. 


x k OK x 


The Ballentine family took over clean-up duty with Sidney’s 
supervision. He’d been told to sit at the kitchen table and 
instruct where things went without lifting a finger. 


FALL 
Carol Lynne 
58 


Watching the Ballentine boys try to get along well enough to 
put away the food and do the dishes was the best after 
dinner show Sidney had ever seen. 


“I miss your parents,” Sidney said. “I mean, | understand 
why they didn’t come this year, but it feels weird not to see 
them.” 


Peter placed the stack of china plates in the glass-fronted 
cabinet. “They refuse to give up on Josh. So when he called 
and asked them to visit him in rehab for the holidays, they 
dropped everything.” 


It was Josh’s fourth time in a rehab programme, and sadly, 
Sidney didn’t hold out much hope that he’d stay clean for 
long. His feelings seemed to be echoed by the rest of the 
brothers, but no one except Luke had come right out and 
Said it. 


“So what’s the deal with your brother?” Eric asked. “I didn’t 
even know you had a brother.” 


“JJ's my half-brother. | met him for the first time this 
morning, although I’ve spoken to him on the phone a couple 
of times since my dad died.” Sidney wasn’t sure how much 
of his life the rest of the Ballentine family knew, so he 
decided to just give them the basics. 


“So why isn’t he in here helping us with the clean-up?” Eric 
asked. 


“Because not only did he drive all night to get here, but he 
peeled the potatoes.” Sidney narrowed his eyes at Luke who 
hadn’t shown up until right before dinner. 


“Hey, at least | called to tell you I had to go to the airport 
with Butch.” Sidney wasn’t mad at Luke, but Luke didn’t 
have to know that. “Yeah because Butch didn’t know his 
way to the fucking airport,” Sidney shot back. 


“Whatever,” Luke grumbled. 

“And he’s getting out of doing the dishes,” Zac added. 

“Not my fault | can’t reach the sink,” Luke defended himself. 
“Bitch. Bitch. Bitch,” Zac mocked his older brother. 


Sidney smiled, Knowing no one in the room took the ribbing 
personally. Bickering was as much a part of Thanksgiving as 
the turkey. 


The kitchen door swung open and Butch walked into the 
room. “Am | gonna have to separate you kids?” 


“No,” several of the brothers said at the same time. 
“They’re picking on me,” Luke told Butch. 
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Sidney waited for Butch to defend Luke, but Butch just 
grinned. “You love it, and you know it. Just keep it down so 
we can hear the game.” Butch gave Luke a quick kiss before 
grabbing several bottles of beer out of the fridge. “By the 
time you guys stop messing around and get everything 
cleaned up, l'Il be hungry again.” Peter threw a dishtowel at 
Butch’s back as he headed out of the kitchen. Yep, a typical 
Thanksgiving. 


x OK kK OX 


Sidney was the first one up the following morning. He didn’t 
bother taking a shower, having taken one before bed. He 
dressed quietly and crept out of the room without waking 
Nash. Post-Thanksgiving brunch had been his idea, so he 
always tried to handle the details on his own. Besides, Nash 
had looked exhausted the previous evening. 


At the bottom of the stairs, Sidney stopped in his tracks at 
the sounds coming from the downstairs guestroom. He 
stepped lightly as he neared the door. The noises were 
unmistakable. Shit. JJ} was a fast worker, he’d give his 
brother props on that much. He listened for a few more 
minutes until the sounds started giving him a hard on. 
Gross. That’s my brother. 


Icked out by his reaction, Sidney left the two men to their 
passion and walked to the kitchen. He was surprised to find 
Peter sitting at the table drinking a cup of coffee. “What’re 
you doing up?” 


Peter glanced up from the morning paper. “My room is right 
above the downstairs guestroom. | don’t think I got a wink 
of sleep all night.” 


“Did you know?” Sidney poured himself a cup of coffee and 
joined Peter at the table. 


“About Eric?” Peter shrugged. “No, but it doesn’t surprise 
me. His mind’s been on nothing but sex since he was 
fifteen. But that doesn’t mean | want to hear it. Hell, it’s 
been almost a year since I’ve...” He shook his head. “Never 
mind.” 


“Sorry about Janet.” 


“Don’t be. | knew long before she left that she’d fallen out of 
love with me. | tried, but it doesn’t really work when it’s all 
one sided.” 


“And there’s been no one since?” Sidney knew he was 
prying, but it was rare for Peter to talk about anything other 
than business. 
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“No. | decided to take some time to get myself together. You 
know, get over the bitterness.” 


“And have you?” 


“I think so.” Peter rose and refilled his cup. “Is your friend 
going to be here today?” 


“Bobbi? Yeah.” Sidney remembered how well the two of 
them had got along last year. 


“Let me warn you though. Bobbi is not allowed to move to 
Philadelphia. Got it?” Peter chuckled. “I was thinking about 
asking her to dinner, not to move in.” 


“Yeah, well, you say that now, but you haven’t been around 
her as much as | have. 


Believe me, if | was straight, Bobbi would be it for me.” 
“I'll remember that.” 


“Good.” Sidney slapped the table and stood. “How good are 
you at peeling potatoes?” 


x kK OK OX 


Sidney cornered Eric in the kitchen before the rest of the 
guests arrived. “Anything you want to tell me?” 


Eric crossed his arms. “Do you really want a blow- by- blow 
account of my night with your brother?” 


“No. | was just surprised when | came down this morning 
and heard the two of you going at it.” 


“He’s a fucking maniac in the sack.” 


“Yeah, well, that’s a little too much information. What | 
didn’t know was that you swung that way, or is JJ the first?” 


“First, last, does it matter? | like him and that’s good enough 
for me.” It was obvious he wouldn’t get a straight answer 

from Eric, so Sidney changed the subject. “So no one wants 
to talk about it, but | need to Know how Josh is really doing.” 


“Honestly? | don’t really know. Mom and Dad seem to think 
he’s hit rock bottom and has nowhere to go but up, but I’m 
not convinced.” 


“Do you think | should go see him?” 


“No. | don’t think any of us should see him until he proves to 
us he can stay clean.” 


“But maybe it would help him to know he has a support 
system,” Sidney began. 
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“He’s had a fucking support system his entire life and it 
hasn’t changed a thing. He just keeps trying to drag 
everyone else down with him. He’s my brother and | love 
him, but until he cares enough for himself and his family to 
stay clean, I’m done with him.” Sidney wasn’t surprised at 
Eric’s anger. Josh was the older of the two. It was just a 
Shame the man hadn't really grown up. 


J) walked into the kitchen with a smile. “Hey,” he greeted. 


Eric didn’t even flinch when JJ stopped in front of him and 
bestowed a deep kiss. In fact, Eric wrapped his arms around 
JJ) and took the kiss to another level. 


“FIL go check on the table set-up,” Sidney said when the two 
men started grinding against each other. 


He escaped to the garage where he found Nash and Peter 
talking business. “Everything all set out here?” 


“Yeah, but we can’t get another table or chair in here, so if 
you keep adding people, we’re going to have to find a 
building to rent or something.” 


“Or we could buy a bigger house?” Sidney suggested. He’d 
always dreamed of designing and building his own home. 


“In this economy? Are you crazy?” Peter piped in. 


“Unless you’re sleeping with me, you don’t get a say,” 
Sidney told Peter. 


“He’s right you know.” Nash reached out and threaded his 
fingers through Sidney’s. 


“Maybe someday.” 


“Yeah, someday,” Sidney mumbled. He kissed the back of 
Nash’s hand before pulling away. “I’d better go back so I can 
listen for the doorbell.” 


“Aren't Eric and JJ in there?” Nash asked. 


Sidney exchanged a glance with Peter. “They’re preoccupied 
at the moment. Maybe Peter can fill you in.” He left Peter 
sputtering as he walked around to the front door instead of 
taking a chance on interrupting something in the kitchen. 


Although he didn’t mind Eric and JJ getting together, Sidney 
hoped it wouldn’t make things awkward for the 
Thanksgivings yet to come. 
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Chapter Six 
July 1998 


“No, Lionel’s decided he wants this whole wall made entirely 
of windows,” Sidney said. “You’re going to have to rip all this 
sheetrock out and redo it.” Standing in the kitchen of his 
most recent project, Sidney went over plan changes with 
Mike. He hated it when customers made last minute 
changes, but at least they were told upfront this would incur 
an additional charge. 


Mike wiped the sweat off his forehead. They were in the 
middle of an unusual heat wave and the air conditioning had 
yet to be fully installed. “Have the windows been ordered?” 


“Yeah, but they won’t be here until day after tomorrow.” 
Mike’s cell phone rang, interrupting Sidney. “Hang on.” Mike 
pulled the phone out of the holster on his belt. “Mike,” he 
answered. 


Sidney watched as Mike’s dark eyebrows drew together. 
“We're on our way.” He hung up the phone. “Your phone’s 
off,” he told Sidney. 


Sidney dug the phone out of his pocket. “Shit. | turned it off 
this morning when | met with Lionel.” 


“That was Ben. The hospital called you and when they 
couldn’t get through, they called work. Nash was brought 
into the emergency room a few minutes ago. He collapsed 
at the grocery store.” 


It took a moment for Mike’s statement to sink in. “What?” 
Mike began pulling Sidney towards the front of the house. 
“We need to get to the hospital.” 


Sidney yanked his arm out of Mike’s grasp. “Wait a minute. | 
don’t understand. Is he okay?” 


“I don’t know!” Mike yelled. “Let’s just get you to the 
fucking hospital.” Sidney barely held himself together as 
Mike loaded him into his truck. The moment they were on 
the road headed towards Northwestern Lake Forest Hospital, 
Sidney gasped and struggled to breathe. 
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Mike reached over and shoved Sidney’s head down. “Don’t 
you go passing out on me.” 


“Is he dead and you're just not telling me?” 
“I don’t know anything more than what | told you.” 


“Call Ben. Ask him,” Sidney pleaded. He was thirty minutes 
away from the hospital. A lot could happen in thirty minutes. 


Sidney’s mind raced with possible reasons for Nash’s 
collapse. “Maybe he just fainted,” he mumbled. 


“Maybe.” 


Sidney concentrated on his breathing. He wouldn’t be any 
help to Nash if he arrived at the hospital a hysterical lunatic. 
“I should probably call his mom.” 


“Where’s she live?” 


“Phoenix.” Sidney wasn’t even sure he had Loretta’s current 
phone number. 


“I'd wait until you get to the hospital and find out what’s 
going on. No sense alarming her if it’s nothing.” 


“Yeah, you’re right.” Sidney sat up and angled his body 
away from Mike. He had a strong feeling he could break into 
tears at any moment and didn’t want to do it in front of the 
other man. 


“Nash’s been tired a lot lately, but | thought it was because 
he’s been working so hard. | should’ve known something 
was wrong.” 


Mike’s hand landed on Sidney’s shoulder and gave it a 
comforting squeeze. “Don’t. Just hang on until we get 
there.” 


“He’s my life,” Sidney said, his eyes filling with tears. 


“| know.” 


x OK OK OX 


Sidney paced the waiting room in a foul temper. He’d been 
there for over fifteen minutes and still no one would give 
him definite answers to his questions. He’d learned that 
Nash had suffered a heart attack at the store and luckily the 
store manager had come to his aid almost immediately to 
start CPR. Nash had managed to survive the ambulance ride 
and was currently being attended to. That was it. “Where 
the hell’s the doctor?” 


“He'll be out as soon as Nash is stabilised,” Ben reminded 
him. 
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Sidney glanced at his boss who was sitting between Mike 
and Bobbi. “I need to know he’s going to be okay. Don’t they 
understand that?” He knew he sounded irrational, but damn 
it, he needed answers. 


Bobbi walked over and wrapped her arms around Sidney. 
“It’s okay, sweetie. Nash’s strong. He'll be okay.” 


Staring into Bobbi’s eyes, it took every ounce of strength he 
possessed not to collapse to the floor. “I yelled at him this 
morning. We were out of milk and he was supposed to go 
shopping yesterday but didn’t.” 


“It’s a good thing he went to the store.” Bobbi smoothed the 
hair out of Sidney’s face. 


“He was with people who could help him, so maybe you 
should be grateful you yelled at him.” 


“He’s just been so lazy lately. | was so angry | didn’t even 
tell him | loved him before | left for work. | never do that.” 
Sidney would never forgive himself if he’d lost the chance to 
say it again to the man who meant everything to him. 


“Mr Wilks?” a deep voice said from behind Sidney. “I’m Dr 
James Colter.” Sidney turned to face an older man in scrubs. 
“How is he?” 


“Stable.” The doctor gestured to an area in the corner of the 
waiting room. “Let’s go over there and talk.” 


Sidney gave Bobbi’s hand a squeeze before releasing it. He 
followed the doctor to the corner grouping of chairs and sat. 
“Tell me.” 


“Mr Nash suffered a myocardial infarction, medical term for 
a heart attack.” 


“Yes, they told me. Do you know what caused it?” 


“I’ve spoken to Mr Nash’s cardiologist. We’ve concluded that 
the antiarrhythmic Mr Nash has been taking wasn’t enough 
to control his arrhythmia. We're currently trying to 
determine the best treatment. We may be able to perform 
an electrical cardioversion, which basically means we try to 
reset the heart’s rhythm. It’s often an effective treatment 
option.” 


“Wait a minute.” Sidney shook his head. “What cardiologist? 
Nash hasn’t seen a doctor in years, and as far as | Know, he 
isn’t on any prescription medication.” Dr Colter suddenly 
looked very uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, Mr Wilks, but Mr 
Nash had a medical card in his wallet with your name and 
number as well as Dr Inchman’s information.” 


Sidney felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. “I didn’t 
know.” FALL 
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The doctor nodded his understanding. “It happens 
sometimes. Patients don’t want to worry their loved ones so 
they keep their health concerns to themselves.” 


“What caused the arrhythmia?” Sidney asked. 


“Hard to say right now. Dr Inchman is sending over Mr 
Nash’s file. l'Il Know more after I’ve given it a thorough read 
through. The important thing is making sure this doesn’t 
happen again. Whatever course of treatment we determine 
will be most effective. Mr Nash is in for a major lifestyle 
change.” 


“If you did the electro...whatever, when would you do that?” 


“Soon. Maybe as early as this evening or tomorrow 
morning.” 


“Can | see him?” 


“FIL have one of the nurses come and get you once we get 
him upstairs. He’ll be in the ICU for now.” 


Sidney held out his hand. “Thank you, Dr Colter.” The doctor 
shook Sidney’s hand before excusing himself. The moment 
the doctor left his side, Bobbi, Ben and Mike came over and 
sat close to Sidney. Sidney stared at his friends. 


What should he tell them, that Nash had been hiding a heart 
condition from him for who knew how long? 


x OK OK OX 


Sidney sat at Nash’s bedside and stared at his partner. It 
was just as well Nash was asleep because Sidney had no 
idea what to say to him. Inside he was a mess of emotions. 


While he was grateful beyond measure that Nash was 
possibly going to be okay and getting the help he needed, 
Sidney seethed over the implications of Nash keeping 
secrets from him. 


Bobbi had tried to calm him down earlier, but it hadn’t 
helped. He’d ended up sending everyone home, promising 
to call them if there were any changes. 


Sidney glanced at the monitors. The nurse had told him he 
could sit with Nash but not to do or say anything that would 
upset her patient. She had given Sidney the stink-eye when 
she'd said it. Evidently his anger was obvious to anyone who 


cared to notice. Okay, so he wouldn’t scream at Nash until 
he was well enough to defend himself, but no way in hell 
would he let the lies be swept under a rug. 
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Nash’s hand twitched, drawing Sidney’s attention. He stood 
and stared down at Nash’s pale, waxy complexion. “Are you 
waking up?” he asked, brushing Nash’s hair off his forehead. 


Nash’s eyelids fluttered several times before eventually 
opening. “Hey.” 


“Hey, yourself.” Despite his anger, Sidney swallowed around 
the lump in his throat. He had the chance he’d begged God 
for. There would be plenty of time later to concentrate on 
his anger. For now, Sidney just wanted to celebrate the fact 
that Nash had survived. “I heard you made a mess in the 
egg section of the grocery store.” Nash’s eyelids drooped 
before opening again. It was obvious the man was fighting 
to stay awake. “I thought | was a goner.” 


“If it hadn’t been for the quick-acting store manager you 
probably would’ve been.” Sidney lowered the side railing 
and leaned over to brush a kiss across Nash’s cracked lips. 


“I’m going to make it a point to go shake that manager’s 
hand.” He kissed Nash again, holding in the wealth of 
emotions that threatened. “I love you.” 


“Love you,” Nash whispered. He opened his eyes fully and 
stared up at Sidney. “I’m sorry.” 


Sidney’s throat seized. He nodded and looked away in an 
attempt to get himself under control. “Do you want me to 
call your mom?” he eventually asked. 


“Am | gonna die?” Nash asked. 
“Not if | can help it.” 
“Then l'Il call her when I’m feeling better.” 


Sidney didn’t know whether Nash didn’t want Loretta to 
worry or if he was afraid she’d fly to Chicago and Sidney 
would be forced to deal with her. Either way, Sidney 
approved of Nash’s plan. “Okay.” Sidney rubbed Nash’s 
cheek with his thumb. “I haven’t called Butch. He’ll want to 
come up here, but I’m not ready to be around anyone yet.” 


“That’s okay.” 
“No it’s not. It’s selfish. lIl call him here in a little bit.” 
“You look tired,” Nash said. 


“Is that another way of saying | look like shit? Because | 
don’t doubt it. You’ve put me through a wringer today.” 


“You should let Butch and Luke come and get you.” FALL 
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“I don’t plan on going anywhere anytime soon.” Sidney 
kissed Nash again. He pressed his cheek against Nash’s. “l 
don’t think the nurse likes me very much. Maybe she 
doesn’t approve of our lifestyle.” 


“Or maybe she just doesn’t like guys with long hair. Don’t 
assume,” Nash admonished. 


“You're right. See? This is why | need you to take better care 
of yourself. I’d be a real bastard without you.” 


“Got that right.” Nash’s eyelids started to droop again. 
“Get some rest. l'Il be here when you wake up.” 


“I don’t want to sleep. What if | don’t wake up?” For the first 
time since he’d been escorted into the room, tears filled 
Sidney’s eyes. 


“You'd better, because | can’t live without you.” Sidney had 
said it before many times but it didn’t make it any less true. 


x OK OK OX 


Butch handed Sidney a small duffle bag. “I put Nash’s 
toothbrush and stuff in there as well.” 


“Thanks.” Sidney set the bag down beside the sofa he’d 
staked out for himself in the ICU waiting room. “I don’t know 
if they’re going to let me stay up here after visiting hours, 
but | can always go downstairs to the main lobby if | need 
to.” 


“And do what? Sleep in a chair?” Luke asked. 
“Nash did it for me after the accident.” 
“And I'd do it for you,” Butch told Luke, taking his hand. 


Sidney had never got used to the sight of the big bald biker 
whispering words of love to his best friend. It sooke volumes 
for Nash's ability to look beyond a person’s appearance to 
get to the goodness they held inside. 


“Did you know that Nash’s been having trouble with his 
heart?” he asked Butch. 


Butch shook his head. “Your call was the first I’d heard 
about it.” 


“He’s been under a lot of stress lately. If | find out his job’s 
the reason for all this, he’ll never trade another stock,” 
Sidney proclaimed. 


“He loves his job.” Butch released Luke’s hands and leaned 
towards Sidney, resting his forearms on his knees. “I know 
this isn’t going to be easy for you to hear, but I’m going to 
say it before you screw shit up with Nash.” 
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“What?” Sidney crossed his arms defensively. 


“Nash’s already given up one job he loved because of you. 
Don’t push him into a corner with this one.” 


Sidney felt as though he’d been slapped. 
“Butch,” Luke said, putting a hand on Butch’s shoulder. 


“I’m sorry,” Butch said over his shoulder. “But he needs to 
hear this.” He turned back to Sidney. “You have a career 
that you’re proud of, well, Nash finally has one, too. Yeah, he 
may need to make some changes in the way he works, but 
his job is no less important to him than yours is to you. So 
unless you’re prepared to give up your career you can’t ask 
him to give up his.” 


“But is a career that could kill him worth it to him?” 


“I can’t answer that. I’m just trying to make you understand 
that it has to be his choice, not yours.” Butch stood and 
pulled Sidney to his feet and into the first embrace the big 
guy had ever given Sidney. “I’m sorry. | know it hurts to 
realise that you can’t protect him from himself, but that’s 
the way it is.” 


“Kinda like Josh,” Luke added. “We all wish he would wake 
up and stop trying to kill himself with drugs, but we can’t do 
it for him.” Sidney held on as tight as he could, hoping to 
soak up as much of Butch’s strength as possible. “It still 
doesn’t get him off the hook for keeping all this from me.” 


“I know, and when the time comes l'II kick his ass for you if 
you want me to,” Butch said. 


Sidney released Butch and stepped back. “Oh, no, that 
pleasure will be all mine.” 


x OK OK OX 


Nash watched as Sidney went over the discharge papers 
with the nurse. He’d done a lot of thinking in the last six 
days and had settled on a game plan for the future. 
According to the doctor, the electrical cardioversion seemed 
to do what they’d hoped, but Nash still had a list of changes 
he’d need to make concerning his lifestyle. Every time 
Sidney walked into the hospital room Nash had expected to 
get an earful about everything he’d tried so hard to hide 
from him, but thus far, Sidney hadn’t said a word about it. 
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Nash wasn’t stupid. He knew a storm was brewing deep 
inside Sidney. The only question was when it would break 
free. 


“All set,” Sidney said, turning back to Nash. 


“Great. Get me outta here.” Nash had already grudgingly 
agreed to be taken downstairs in a wheelchair and the damn 
thing was starting to hurt his ass. “I have no idea how Luke 
can stand to sit in one of these damn things all day.” 


“I don’t know for sure, but | kinda doubt he has much feeling 
in his ass.” Sidney pushed the elevator button. 


“According to Butch, Luke’s got plenty of feeling where he 
needs it.” Nash chuckled at Sidney’s surprised expression. 
“What? You didn’t think Butch and | talked?” 


“About sex? No.” The doors opened and Sidney pushed Nash 
inside. “You don’t talk about us, do you?” 


“Not much.” Nash grinned up at Sidney. “Just an occasional 
tit for tat.” Although they were alone in the elevator, Sidney 
bent down and whispered in Nash’s ear. “Do not discuss my 
tits or tats with that man again. Understand?” The doors slid 
open just in time to save Nash from answering. Sidney 
pushed him over to the double doors. “lIl bring the car 
around.” 


“| can walk to the car,” Nash told him. 


“I'll. Bring. The. Car. Around.” Sidney pronounced each word 
in a tone that left Nash slack jawed. 


Oh, fuck, the wind was starting to blow. Nash wondered if 
he’d make it home before the storm hit. “Okay.” 


“Thank you.” Sidney walked out the sliding glass doors and 
disappeared into the parking lot. 


Nash dug his phone out of the plastic sack that contained 
his personal belongings. He kept one eye on the parking lot 
as he called Butch. 


“Hey, they springing you today?” Butch asked upon 
answering. 


“Yeah. Quick question. How much trouble am | in with 
Sidney?” 


“Duck and cover, buddy,” Butch said. 


Sidney’s shiny black BMW pulled up outside the doors. 
“Oops, gotta go.” Nash ended the call and quickly stuck his 
cell back in the sack. “All set?” 


“Your chariot awaits,” Sidney said with a dramatic bow. 
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Nash smiled. Despite the coming storm, he couldn’t help but 
think the man in front of him was the cutest damn thing 
he’d ever seen. “Take me home, babe.” Sidney pushed 
Nash’s wheelchair to the sedan. Nash stood up and leaned 
over to give Sidney a quick kiss. He might as well get as 
many kisses in as he could. 


Sidney smiled before stepping back. “lIl just run this back 
inside.” Nash climbed into the passenger seat and buckled 
his seat belt. He owed Sidney an explanation for hiding the 
truth about his medical condition, but should he jump right 
in or wait until Sidney was calmer. 


Sidney got behind the wheel and slammed the door. 


Nash winced. On second thoughts, perhaps calm before the 
storm was just wishful thinking. However, upsetting Sidney 
as he drove them both home wasn’t an option either. 


Nash decided to keep his mouth shut until they were safely 
behind closed doors. 


Although it was a relatively short drive, Nash couldn’t stop 
glancing at the clock. 


“You late for something?” Sidney asked. 
“No. Just looking forward to getting home.” 


“I’m going the speed limit. Would you like to drive?” Nash 
held up his hands. “No. I’m sorry. | didn’t mean it like that.” 
Although he understood why Sidney was angry, Nash was 
starting to feel a little hot under the collar himself. 


He spent the rest of the ride staring out the passenger 
window. The moment Sidney pulled into the garage and 
turned off the engine, Nash opened his door. He grabbed the 
plastic sack from the floorboard and travelled the few steps 
to the house. 


In the kitchen, Nash took a bottle of water from the 
refrigerator and went straight through to the living room. If 
he was going to have a long drawn-out argument, he might 
as well get comfortable. 


Sidney came into the living room and gestured to the plastic 
bag Nash had used for his dirty clothes. “Do you want me to 
throw those in the washer?” Nash took a deep breath and 
shook his head. “What | want is for you to come over here 
and sit by me.” 


“| have things to do. I’ve barely been here for days.” 
“Please?” Nash asked. 
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Sidney sat down beside Nash but far enough away that they 
didn’t touch. “Do you need anything?” 


“Yeah. | need to talk to you, and | need you to sit still long 
enough for me to do that.” 


“I don’t think this is the time. You just got out of the 
hospital.” Nash pulled Sidney against his side and wrapped 
an arm around him. “I know I hurt you deeply by not being 
honest with you, and | can’t stand the tension | feel between 
us.” 


“Why'd you do it?” Sidney asked. 


“Because | was afraid if | told you it would make it true. And 
because | knew I’d done it to myself.” It had been Nash’s 
private shame for months before he’d finally collapsed in 
the supermarket. 


“You blindsided me,” Sidney mumbled, pulling out of Nash’s 
embrace. “When Dr Colter started talking about you | felt 


like he was talking about a stranger.” Sidney bowed his 
head. “I would’ve been there for you, you know? You’ve 
always been there for me, and the one time | could’ve been 
the one with the broad shoulders, you cut me out. It makes 
me feel like you don’t think you can count on me.” 


“No!” Nash yelled, cutting Sidney off. “I was afraid of what it 
would do to you if you knew.” 


“I may be small, but I’ve been through a lot of shit in my life 
and managed to come out on the other side. Sure, | 
wouldn’t have been as successful at it without you, but I’m 
strong. 


Why don’t you believe in me?” 


“| do.” Nash didn’t know how to get through to Sidney. He 
was screwing up the explanation and didn’t know how to get 
it back on track. “I love you so much that the thought of 
hurting you was out of the question. | truly believed it would 
be better to just take the medication and try to manage it 
myself without worrying you. Was | wrong? Hell yes, but | 
never expected to keel over in the grocery store.” Sidney 
nodded. “Are you hiding anything else from me?” Nash 
shook his head. “You already know about the diet pills and 
muscle building supplements. That’s it.” 


Sidney licked his lips. “Okay.” 
“So you forgive me?” Nash asked. 


Sidney was quiet for several moments. “No, at least not yet, 
but | feel better.” He pointed his finger at Nash. “Don’t ever 
fucking shut me out like that again.” FALL 
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“Never,” Nash promised. He’d probably be in the dog house 
for a while longer, but at least everything was finally out in 
the open. 
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Chapter Seven 
November 1998 


Sidney woke at dawn and stretched his arms over his head. 
He rolled to his side and propped his head up on his hand so 
he could better watch Nash all warm and dreamy. 


Neither of them had got much sleep the night before, 
having stayed up late to greet their guests who had come 
into town early. 


Like he did every morning when he woke, Sidney leaned 
over and kissed Nash’s chest, just above his heart, silently 
thanking the stupid organ for giving Nash another day. Time 
to get up, he told himself. 


He carefully tossed back the covers and crawled out of bed 
before shuffling into the bathroom. As he lifted the toilet 
seat and started a healthy stream, he tried to dig the sleep 
out of his eyes. 


Although he’d made other arrangements for the big brunch, 
he still had Thanksgiving dinner to prepare. Fortunately he’d 


used the time the previous evening to bake pies and Luke 
had promised to come early to peel the potatoes. 


Sidney smiled as he pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a T- 
Shirt before heading out of the room. Despite Luke’s 
grumbling the previous year, he didn’t like JJ taking his job. 
He told Sidney it was because he didn’t want to be forced 
into doing the dishes again, but Sidney knew the truth. 


He paused beside the guestroom door for a moment before 
continuing down the stairs. 


It felt strange to have Josh in the house. Nash hadn’t been 
pleased when Sidney had told him he wanted to invite his 
old friend. Nash actually called Peter and talked to him 
about Josh’s condition before agreeing to the extended 
invitation. 


Sidney had taken Nash’s worry in stride. Nash was simply 
trying to protect him. It was something he both loved and 
hated about Nash, but love won out every time. He didn’t 
bother turning on a light as he passed through the living 
room on his way to the kitchen. 


There was something about the darkened house that 
brought him peace. It would be the only time in the next 
forty-eight hours that he had to himself, and he planned to 
enjoy it. 
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He heard a yelp the moment he entered the kitchen. Sidney 
stopped long enough to turn the coffee pot on before 


opening the laundry room door. “Morning, Dottie.” The 
three-month-old YorkiePoo stared up at him and barked. 
Sidney chuckled and bent over to unlatch the crate. “You 
need to go potty?” Sidney grabbed the leash off the wall 
hook and fastened it to the small gem-studded collar. He 
took Nash’s big coat from another hook and shrugged into it 
while stepping into his partner’s old cowboy boots. 


As he walked outside with Dottie, Sidney couldn’t help but 
to feel like a little boy who was dressing in his dad’s clothes. 
He just hoped the neighbours were still asleep. “Go on,” he 
told the puppy. 


Nash had surprised Sidney with Dottie a month earlier. He’d 
told Sidney it was time they settled down and got a dog. 
Sidney had a feeling it was more than that since he doubted 
they could get any more settled than they already were. 


Nash had let it slip several times that Dottie would make a 
good companion for Sidney, never bringing his own name 
into it. Since the heart attack four months earlier, Nash 
often had quiet spells when he seemed to retreat into his 
own thoughts for short periods. It was after one of those 
times that Nash came home with Dottie. 


Although he didn’t say it, Nash seemed to worry about 
having another heart attack and leaving Sidney alone. There 
wasn’t a day that went by that Sidney didn’t worry about 
the same thing, but he never mentioned it to Nash. 


Sidney glanced down just in time to see Dottie pee on the 
frozen sidewalk. “Really?” he asked the dog. “I swept that 
whole area of snow there for you just yesterday.” He’d 
already determined that such a small dog was going to be a 
pain in the ass in the winter. Dottie’s first reaction to the 
early snow that had fallen the previous morning was 


disdain. She’d scrunched up her nose and made herself 
comfortable on the top of Sidney’s feet, refusing to go 
anywhere near the cold white powder. Sidney had finally 
taken a broom and swept an area of the grass until Dottie 
was able to pee without getting her tummy in the snow. 
“Spoiled brat,” he mumbled with affection. 


Business done, Dottie started to climb on top of Nash’s 
boots again, but Sidney bent over and scooped her into his 
arms. He kissed the sweet little head several times on the 
way back into the house. “You're such a pretty girl.” FALL 
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He was surprised to find Josh in the kitchen pouring a cup of 
coffee. Josh had arrived late the previous night and they 
hadn’t had a chance to really talk. “Morning,” Sidney 
greeted. 


“Morning.” Josh blew on his coffee and gestured to Dottie 
whom he hadn't met. “Is that a dog or a chew toy?” 


Sidney held up his pride and joy with one hand. “This is my 
baby, Dottie. Nash gave her to me as an early birthday 
present.” 


“Didn’t know you liked dogs.” Josh leant back against the 
island and stared down at the dog when Sidney put her on 
the floor. 


“I’ve never had one before. Well, | take that back. My dad 
had a German Shepherd for a little while, but Sheba made 
the mistake of going after one of the calves, so Dad shot 
her.” 


“Damn, that’s harsh.” 


Sidney shrugged. “He said once a dog gets a taste for blood 
you can’t stop them from doing it again.” 


Josh shifted his weight. “Heard about your dad. I’m not sure 
whether to give you condolences or congratulations.” 


Sidney was taken back. He was sure a number of people 
had felt the same way, but Josh had been the only one to 
verbalise it. “A little of both, | think.” He poured a cup of 
coffee and pulled the chocolate mint creamer out of the 
refrigerator. “Want some?” 


“No thanks.” Josh took a seat on one of the bar stools. “| 
wanted to talk to you before everyone else got up.” 


“Okay.” Sidney joined Josh at the island and opened the box 
of pastries he’d purchased the day before. After selecting a 
cream cheese Danish, he slid the box towards Josh. “First let 
me say how glad | am to have you here. You’ve done really 
well this time.” Josh closed the box without taking one. 
“Thanks. I’ve been clean for fourteen months and eleven 
days.” He shook his head. “And still there isn’t a day that 
goes by that | don’t want to use.” 


Besides Nash, the closest thing Sidney had ever been 
addicted to was cigarettes, and he hadn't really been all 
that dependent on them. “I don’t know what you’re going 
through, but | hope you continue to win that daily battle.” 


“Me too.” Josh stood and refilled his cup. “You know it hurts 
when you guys shut me out.” 
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“I know it does,” Sidney confessed. “But it hurts too much to 
be around you when you're high.” 


“I may slip up again,” Josh warned. 


“I know. That’s why it was so important to me to have you 
here with us this year.” Sidney reached over and threaded 
his fingers through Josh's. “I love you, you stupid idiot. | 
miss you when you're not yourself.” 


“This a private party?” Eric asked, coming into the kitchen 
bare chested. He wrapped his arm around Josh’s neck and 
rubbed the top of Josh’s head with his knuckles. 


“Get away from me. You stink of sex,” Josh said, pushing Eric 
back. 


Eric laughed. “Don’t be jealous.” He kissed Josh on the 
cheek and reached for the box of pastries. “Tommy found JJ 
a job right outside Austin,” Eric announced. 


“So does that mean you’re making the move?” Sidney 
asked. Eric and Jj had been seeing each other as much as 
they could since the previous year. When JJ told Tommy he 
planned to ask Eric to come and live with him on the ranch, 
Tommy had dissuaded JJ by telling him life would be hard for 
the two of them in such a small town. Tommy had set about 
trying to find JJ) another ranch closer to a big city. 


“Yep,” Eric said with a dopey lovesick smile. “If | can’t get a 
transfer, l'Il quit and find something else in Austin.” 


“I’m still not used to seeing you with a dude,” Josh 
grumbled. 


“Get over it, bro.” 


J) walked into the room and wrapped his arms around Eric. 
“Morning,” he said to the rest of the room. 


It seemed Sidney’s moment of solitude was over for the day. 


x k OK x 


At eight, Sidney carried a cup of decaffeinated coffee into 
the bedroom and set it on the table. He took off his clothes 
and squirted lube onto his fingers. Bending over, Sidney 
quickly stretched his ass while Nash still lay sleeping. 


It wasn’t that he didn’t love Nash taking the time to tease 
and play with his hole, but he still had a million things to do 
before guests started to arrive. After preparing himself, he 
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under the covers and pressed his body against Nash, trying 
to soak up as much of the man’s warmth as he could. 


“Mmmm,” Nash moaned and pulled Sidney closer. “You’re 
cold.” 


“I’ve been up for the last three hours, sleepy head.” Nash 
finally opened his eyes and stared at Sidney. His hand 
drifted to Sidney’s bare ass. “So what’re you doing back in 
bed?” 


“Trying to steal a few minutes with the man | love before the 
craziness begins.” Sidney kissed the underside of Nash’s 
stubbled chin. 


“I like the sound of that.” Nash lifted Sidney’s leg to drape 
over his hip, opening Sidney’s ass cheeks enough to touch 
him. 


Nash’s fingers travelled immediately to Sidney’s lubed hole. 
“Someone’s awfully presumptuous this morning,” Nash 
commented, pushing a finger inside. 


“I can leave if you want me to?” Sidney teased. He moved 
his hips back and forth, fucking himself on Nash’s finger. 


“Not on your life.” Nash tilted Sidney’s chin up for a kiss. It 
was lazy at first, Nash’s lips still puffy with sleep, but soon 
the passion that had always been between them ignited and 
the kiss became carnal. 


Nash bathed Sidney’s lips and face with his tongue as he 
rolled them over, sliding on top. Sidney’s hands travelled 
from Nash’s still-thick hair down his back to his butt. He 
squeezed the muscled cheeks and groaned. 


Although Nash had been forced to give up his extreme 
exercise programme, he’d been able to find alternatives. He 
now jogged on the treadmill for twenty minutes each 
morning before moving on to a twenty minute training 
exercise using resistance bands instead of actual weights. 
The routine activity had been enough to keep Nash’s body 
in the shape he’d fought so hard to achieve. 


Nash reached to the bedside table and grabbed the lube. 
After slicking his cock, he placed the tip at Sidney’s hole. 
“Ready?” 


“I was ready when | got into bed,” Sidney reminded him. 


“I haven’t forgotten. | just didn’t know if you were looking 
for more foreplay before | shoved my dick inside you.” 


“Not unless you want to put me way behind schedule.” Nash 
eased his way inside. “You're so romantic.” FALL 
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“My thoughts are romantic. It’s just my body that resembles 
a whore.” Sidney sucked in a breath as Nash thrust in to the 
hilt. 


Nash moaned and ground against Sidney. “I like ’em both. 
Right now I’m really fond of the whore.” 


Wrapping his legs around Nash’s waist, Sidney pulled him 
down for a kiss. He thoroughly explored the interior of 
Nash’s mouth. After years together, they’d long ago 
overcome the morning breath issue. 


Nash withdrew before thrusting back inside, sending 
Sidney’s body into euphoria. 


“Fuck me,” Sidney begged. He dug his short nails into 
Nash’s back as Nash’s big cock pistoned in and out of him at 
a blurring speed. It felt so good that Sidney was having 
trouble catching a breath. 


Nash slowed his rhythm. “You okay? This old man too much 
for you this morning?” Sidney narrowed his eyes. “So good,” 
Sidney panted. “More.” With a deep groan, Nash worked 
Sidney’s ass twice as fast. He continued to stare down at 
Sidney with a cross between a smile and a grimace on his 
face. Sidney hoped the odd expression was out of pleasure 
and not pain, but he’d learned after Nash was released from 
the hospital not to question his partner during sex. 


The first time he had verbalised his worry that Nash was 
overexerting himself, Nash had withdrawn and stormed out 
of the room. Later Sidney had received an earful from Nash 
on how he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life afraid to 
fuck the way he wanted. He’d told Sidney in no uncertain 
terms that if he had another attack, he only prayed it was 
while driving deep and hard inside Sidney and not in the 
damn refrigerated section of the grocery store. Since then, 
Sidney had accepted everything Nash gave him with a 
smile. 


Sidney’s mouth opened wide as he cried out his release. 
Nash surprised him by tickling the roof of Sidney’s mouth 
with his tongue. The two sensations worked off each other 
to make his climax more powerful. His body jerked with the 
intensity of his pleasure. 


Nash continued his arduous rhythm for several moments 
before succumbing to his own fulfilment. With a contented 
sigh, he collapsed on top of Sidney with his cock still buried 
deep. 


Sidney played with Nash’s sweaty hair as his partner’s 
laboured breathing slowly returned to normal. 


“Wow,” Nash said. 
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“Yeah,” Sidney agreed. 


x OK OK OX 


Once again, Nash and Butch were on table duty. There 
would be a slightly smaller group for Thanksgiving dinner, 
so the set-up was a breeze. 


Peter and Bobbi were due to be picked up from the airport 
just before dinner, after a short trip to visit Bobbi’s parents 
in New York. 


“So what’s up with having the brunch tomorrow at the 
Crystal Palace?” Butch asked, handing one side of the 
plastic tablecloth to Nash. 


“Sidney decided to spring for a caterer instead of making 
brunch himself.” Nash shrugged. “Truthfully, | think he’s just 
trying to go easy on me this year.” 


“Good for him.” Butch settled the tablecloth and tried to 
smooth out a few wrinkles. 


“It’s not like the two of you don’t have the money, so why 
bust your asses when you don’t have to.” 


Nash had made up everything he’d lost a year ago and had 
almost doubled their savings in the process. God bless the 
dot coms. After he’d returned from the hospital, he’d had a 
long talk with Peter about the stress involved in the volatile 
market. Peter had suggested Nash just sit back and give his 
investments time to stabilise and to only stick with the 
companies he truly believed in. The outcome had been 
incredible. Nash currently worked three or four hours a day, 
spending the rest of his time reading newspapers and 
magazines. 


At first he thought he was being lazy, but he’d learned more 
about the current and supposed future trends than he ever 
would’ve watching the stock boards. 


“We have enough,” Nash finally said in answer to Butch’s 
statement. Truth be told, he’d begun to stockpile money in 
case of his untimely death—not that he didn’t believe 
Sidney would continue to thrive in his career, but it was a 
source of comfort for Nash to know his beloved would never 
again have financial worries. 


“By the way, thanks a lot for putting the idea of getting a 
dog into Luke’s head. He’s talked about nothing else lately.” 
Butch handed Nash another deep yellow tablecloth. 


“Actually, although | bought Dottie for Sidney, I’ve enjoyed 
her company during the day. With Luke working from home 
most days, it might not be a bad idea.” 


“Do you really see me loving on a rat-sized dog?” FALL 
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Nash tried to imagine a man of Butch’s size holding Dottie. 
“No. Can’t say that | do, but nothing says the dog has to be 
small. As protective as you are, I’m surprised you haven't 
bought Luke a big guard dog.” 


Butch’s eyes lit up. “Like a Shepherd or Doberman. Damn, 
why didn’t | think of that? 


I'd be able to work late without worrying about Luke being 
home alone after dark.” Nash chuckled. Butch often took his 
protective tendencies to the extreme, something Nash knew 
had caused a few problems between the two men in the 
past. “Just do yourself a favour and don’t tell Luke why 
you're buying such a big dog.” 


“I’m not dumb. I'll tell him | need a bigger dog that can 
handle some rough play. He’ll understand,” Butch said with 
a wink. 


Nash held his hands out. “No more. Sidney told me I wasn’t 
allowed to swap sex stories with you anymore.” 


“Well | guess l'Il have to find another best friend.” Butch 
settled the last tablecloth into place before turning towards 
the door. “I bet JJ will swap stories with me. | wonder how 
alike the two brothers are?” 


“Shut the fuck up.” Nash threw a wad of trash at Butch, 
hitting his friend in the back before he’d made it out the 
door. 


x OK OK x 


Shortly after dinner, Nash walked into the kitchen and over 
to Sidney who was sitting at the kitchen table enjoying the 
Ballentine brothers’ spectacle. “Hey, babe.” Sidney tilted his 
head back for a kiss, noticing the dark circles under Nash’s 
eyes. He smoothed a hand down Nash’s handsome face and 
smiled. “You feeling okay?” 


“Tired. | think I’m going to sneak upstairs and lie down for a 
while.” 


“You want me to come?” Sidney asked. 


Nash grinned. “I’m not likely to get much rest if | get you 
alone now am I?” Sidney nipped Nash’s bottom lip. 
“Probably not. Go on, l'Il wake you before we start on round 
two.” Leftovers had always been Nash’s favourite part of 
Thanksgiving dinner. 


“Food was good.” 


“Thanks.” Sidney gave Nash another quick kiss before 
reaching around to swat him on the butt. “Go take a nap.” 
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After Nash left the room, Maggie walked over and sat beside 
Sidney. “I’m proud of you.” 


“What?” Sidney asked. 


“You don’t hover over him although I know you’d like to,” 
she said. 


Sidney shrugged. “It would hurt his pride.” 


“I know, but | wonder if he understands how much strength 
it takes to watch someone you love struggle and not try to 
help every minute of the day.” 


“You speak from personal experience,” he recognised. 


“| do,” she acknowledged. “Although I’m not nearly as 
strong as you are.” Tears filled Maggie’s eyes as she turned 
to watch her sons argue. “I’ve driven one son away already, 
and I’m afraid of doing the same to Josh.” 


“They’re two different people, Maggie. | think Josh needs the 
attention. He probably always has. He’ll let you know when 
you need to lighten up.” 


“I hope you’re right. It almost killed me when Luke moved 
here.” She sighed and dabbed the corners of her eyes with a 
napkin. “But | see now he made the right move. Butch is...” 


“Scary looking?” Sidney offered. 


“Yes. But he’s also the best thing that’s ever happened to 
Luke. | don’t think | could’ve picked a better partner for my 
son.” 


“He dotes on him,” Sidney added. 


Maggie nodded, as another stray tear trickled down her 
ageing cheek. 


“Are you making my mom cry?” Eric asked, walking over to 
punch Sidney in the arm. 


Sidney reached up and gave Eric’s nipple a hard twist. “No, 
I’m not. Leave your fists to yourself.” 


“They're happy tears,” Maggie interjected. 


Eric looked at Maggie and shook his head. “Women are so 
weird. No wonder it took a man to finally make me feel good 
enough to commit.” Maggie covered her ears and rolled her 
eyes. “I’m not listening to this,” she trilled in a sing-song 
voice. 


Eric laughed. “She’s just mad because she figured I’d be the 
one to provide her with a grandchild.” 
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“And instead it’s going to be me. l'Il be the new favourite 
and the rest of you can go to the back of the line,” Peter 
announced from across the kitchen. 


Sidney’s jaw dropped. He narrowed his eyes at Peter. 
“Where’s Bobbi?” 


“Watching football with the men while I do the dishes.” 
Maggie jumped from her chair and rushed over to hug Peter. 
“I’m so happy for you, darling. | need to go congratulate 
Bobbi.” 


Sidney put a hand on Maggie’s shoulder. “I need to have a 
talk with her first.” 


“Don’t you go in there and try to warn her away from me,” 
Peter said with a scowl. 


“Do you remember the promise you gave me last year?” 
Sidney asked. 


“I remember.” 


“Good.” Sidney left the kitchen and walked straight to 
Bobbi. Grabbing her hand, he hauled her to her feet. “We 
need to talk.” 


“Uh oh,” Bobbi said, as Sidney dragged her towards the 
front door. 


Sidney hadn’t realised until they were outside that he’d 
forgotten coats. “Garage,” he ordered. 


Bobbi saluted. “Yes, sir.” 


The moment they were in the heated garage with the door 
shut, Sidney wrapped his arms around one of his best 
friends. “Why didn’t you tell me? Is that the reason you 
went to New York?” 


“I was planning to, and yes.” Bobbi’s face was positively 
glowing with happiness. “I found out towards the end of 
September, but | didn’t want to jinx anything by telling 
anyone too soon. Well, except for Peter, of course.” 


Sidney laughed. “So that Labor Day vacation took ona 
totally new meaning for the two of you.” 


“Yes!” Bobbi pumped her arms into the air. She lowered 
them and gazed at Sidney. 


“I’m so happy.” 
“|I assume you'll be getting married, right?” 


Bobbi rolled her eyes. “God, Sidney, not even my dad asked 
us that.” 


“That doesn’t surprise me. You’re dad’s a damn hippy. Now 
answer the question.” 


“Yes, we’re planning to have something simple on New 
Year’s Eve.” FALL 
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“And what about moving? Peter promised me he wouldn’t 
take you away from me.” Sidney would be upset if Bobbi 
followed Peter to Philadelphia but he’d get over it as long as 
they came to Chicago for Thanksgiving. 


“He’s already put his townhouse up for sale.” Bobbi 
suddenly giggled and clapped her hands, bouncing up and 
down on the balls of her feet. “I’m getting married!” Sidney 
wrapped his arms around her again and hugged her. “I’m so 


happy for you.” As he rested his chin on Bobbi’s shoulder, 
Sidney looked around the room. As much work as it was to 
have Thanksgiving at his house every year, it seemed to be 
a magical location for bringing the people he cared most 
about closer together. 


“I bet Ben will make you stop going on job sites while you’re 
pregnant,” Sidney said, pulling away. 


“I bet he won't,” Bobbi stated emphatically. 


“We'll see.” Sidney wasn’t the only one at Creative Solutions 
who had a soft spot for the redhead. He figured Bobbi was in 
for seven months of overprotective co-workers. 


x k OK x 


Sidney made a point after most of the leftovers had been 
consumed to get a few quiet moments with JJ. “How’s the 
ranch doing?” 


“Good. You don’t have to worry about Tommy. He knows 
what he’s doing,” JJ said. 


“I’ve never worried about Tommy. He loves that ranch as 
much as Nash does.” 


“And you? Do you love it?” 


Sidney took a deep breath and studied his younger brother. 
It still amazed him that they looked nothing like each other 
even though they shared the same father. Although it had 
bothered him at first, it hadn’t taken more than a couple of 
conversations with JJ to see the good heart behind the blond 
hair and tall frame. 


Sidney measured his words carefully. “I love the idea of the 
ranch. | take comfort knowing my mom and Grandpa and 
Grandma Running Elk are buried there, but there isn’t a 
single thing about ranch life that | like aside from swimming 
in the creek. Don’t get me wrong, the Running E will always 
hold a special place in my heart, but | don’t think of it as my 
home, | never have. Nash is my home.” 
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“How come you always manage to say the right thing? I’ve 
been pretty nervous lately about leaving Kansas to take the 
job in Texas, but you just made me feel so much better.” It 
was nice to see JJ in love mode. “Are you trying to tell me 
that Eric is your home?” 


“Yeah. It scares me though because what if I’m just a 
novelty? It’d just be my luck to give up my job and move to 
Texas and then find out Eric’s worked the gay out of his 
system and is back to women.” 


Sidney scooted over and rested his head against JJ’s 
Shoulder. “That’s your insecurities talking. Believe me, | 
know all about them.” 


“He’s so hot. He could have anyone he wants.” 


“You're right. And yet you’re the first man he’s ever been 
attracted to and the first person he’s ever fallen in love 
with.” Sidney ruffled JJ’s blond hair. “And not to bring you 
down, little brother, but Eric’s slept with a /ot of women. Yet 
here he is, in my house with you, willing to give up 
everything he has to share a life with you. I think you owe it 


to yourself and to him to give each other that chance.” JJ 
leaned over and kissed the top of Sidney’s head. “I wish I’d 
known you when I was younger.” 


“Yeah. Me too.” Sidney decided he quite enjoyed this big 
brother thing. 


x OK OK OX 


Nash studied the room. Two walls of glass allowed the 
picturesque landscape outside to become a part of the 
interior decoration. The tables were covered in linen 
tablecloths and the crystal and china of the dishes. It was all 
extraordinarily beautiful but cold at the same time. 


Despite his years of bitching, Nash enjoyed the large 
gathering in the garage at their house. Finding enough room 
for all Sidney’s invited guests became almost a puzzle to be 
figured out each year. Nash had no idea he’d miss the 
yearly brunch game until he’d arrived at the Crystal Palace. 


While Sidney fussed with the floral arrangements artfully 
displayed on each table, Nash sat at a table in the back 
corner of the room and sipped his decaffeinated coffee. 
Sidney glanced up from his most recent task and met 
Nash’s gaze. 
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Nash tried to give his partner the best smile he could 
muster, hoping it would be enough. Sidney’s sudden look of 
concern told him without words he hadn’t been successful. 


Sidney walked over to the table and rested a hand on 
Nash’s shoulder. “Something wrong?” 


“No.” Nash lifted Sidney’s hand and kissed it. Sidney had 
worked too hard on the celebration for Nash to put any kind 
of dampener on the occasion. 


Sidney insinuated himself between Nash and the table and 
sat in his lap. With his hands clasped behind Nash’s neck, 
Sidney continued to stare at Nash. “Talk to me, and don’t 
bother trying to tell me nothing’s wrong because | can tell 
there is.” 


“I feel fine if that’s what you’re worried about.” Nash ran his 
hand up and down Sidney’s back. “Honest.” 


Sidney shook his head. “Tell me.” 


Nash sighed. “This place is incredibly beautiful, but it 
doesn’t make me feel the same as I do at home.” 


Sidney dropped one arm and turned to survey the room. 
“You think | should’ve ordered darker tablecloths?” 


“No. It’s not the room or the decorations.” 
“Then what is it?” 


Nash wished he could put his finger on it. Since he’d 
brought it up, he felt Sidney deserved an answer. “I don’t 
know. | guess maybe it’s because we don’t have any 
memories here. It just doesn’t feel like a home.” 


“Like a garage you mean?” 


Nash chuckled. “Yeah, but...” Nash sighed. “It seems kinda 
fancy. Can you imagine Alan unbuttoning his top button 


after he leaves the table here like he does at home?” Sidney 
caught a case of the giggles. “I remember the first 
Thanksgiving | spent at their house. Only back then, Alan 
unbuttoned before he even left the dinner table. It’s always 
infuriated Maggie, but Alan calms her down by telling her to 
stop cooking such good food and he wouldn’t be forced to 
eat so much.” 


Nash gestured to the opulent surroundings. “How 
comfortable do you think he'll be here? Don’t you think he’d 
rather be cramped at our house?” FALL 
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“It’s a little late to be voicing your opinion on this, Nash. 
You're the one who told me last year that | wasn’t allowed to 
invite any more people without finding a different location.” 


“I know, and | was wrong. Maybe instead of finding an 
alternate location next year, you should design an addition 
to the house that we could add this spring.” 


“Really?” Sidney asked, wiggling his ass against Nash’s 
hardening cock. 


“It makes the most sense. We've got plenty of yard space 
for an addition on the back, and | imagine we could get a 
pretty good rate on the construction. Unless of course, the 
Shriver brothers don’t want to get invited to brunch in the 
future.” The doors opened and Luke and Butch entered. 
Nash gave Sidney’s ass a playful squeeze. “Go greet your 
guests.” 


“Are you sure you'll be okay suffering through brunch here?” 
Feeling overly sentimental, Nash pulled Sidney’s head down 


for a deep kiss. “Never, in all the years I’ve known you have 
| suffered with you at my side.” 


x OK OK OX 


Sidney cracked the burnt sugary top of his creme brûlée and 
sank his spoon into the creamy centre. He moaned as the 
first bite coated his tongue. “Damn, this is good.” Beside 
him, Nash shrugged. “It’s okay, but | liked those little lemon 
tart things you made last year better.” 


Sidney grinned. Although Nash hadn’t made a big deal out 
of it, each time Sidney complimented the food, Nash would 
find something that Sidney made better. It might annoy 
some people, but Sidney took it in his stride. Overall, the 
food had been absolutely fantastic, far surpassing anything 
Sidney had ever served. 


“| know you’re trying to be nice, but I’ve never made creme 
brûlée like this in my life,” Sidney said, taking another bite. 


“Look around, babe. Do you think anyone here really cares 
that you can’t make creme brûlée? They’ve never come to 
brunch for the food anyway.” Sidney watched his friends 
and family as he finished his dessert. It felt strange to be 
seated so far away from the people he loved. He’d enjoyed 
sitting with JJ, Eric, Butch and FALL 
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Luke, but he wasn’t close enough to hear Zac talk about law 


school or Maggie reprimand Alan for putting his elbows on 
the table. 


Looking around, he knew he wasn’t the only one who felt it. 
The room was too quiet. In a split-second decision, Sidney 
stood up and tapped his spoon against his champagne flute. 


“May | have your attention please,” he said, loud enough for 
everyone to hear. 


All eyes turned towards him. 


“ld like to thank you all for coming, but | have a very 
important request.” He held up his finger. “However, before 
| announce my request, I’d like to take this opportunity to 
tell you all how much you mean to me. It’s been a hard year 
for us, but thankfully we had all of you to help me and Nash 
through it. And | want each and every one of you to know 
that | may not say it enough, but you truly are my family, 
and | love each and every one of you.” Sidney chuckled. 
“Well, except Mike’s date who | haven’t really got a chance 
to know yet, but I’m sure by this time next year l'Il not only 
know your name but | may even ask you to peel potatoes.” 


The room erupted in laughter. 


“I would like to ask you all to please stand up.” It took 
several moments, but eventually every stood. “Now, if you 
would kindly move your chairs out of the way, | would like to 
see how many tables we can cluster together to make one 
giant table for all of us to sit at.” Laughter and conversation 
filled the room as everyone came together to rearrange the 
formal seating layout into one which created a more casual 
atmosphere. Squished together, elbow to elbow, Sidney 
blew a kiss to everyone. “That’s much better. Thank you.” 
Seated once again, Sidney leaned over and kissed Nash on 
the cheek. “You were right. 


It’s not as much fun without dodging Butch’s elbow as he 
eats.” 


“| have a feeling you just made everyone a lot happier,” 
Nash said, giving Sidney a soft kiss. 


Sidney was soon caught up in a conversation with Mike and 
his new boyfriend...Shane. 


He felt Nash squeeze his thigh and glanced over to find his 
partner’s expression completely transformed. Nash looked 
truly happy for the first time since they’d arrived at the 
Crystal Palace. Sidney had learned his lesson. Never again 
would he assume bigger and more expensive meant better. 
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His friends and family loved him regardless. Whether they 
were crowded together in a garage for Thanksgiving dinner 
or sitting with him at the hospital while he yelled one 
moment and cried the next, he knew he could always count 
on them. And for that, he’d gladly stand in the kitchen for 
two days every November. 
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